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ABSTRACT
This thesis compares the recent rise and decline of two political 
uses of cultural tradition, one in India and one in Singapore. In India, 
the  thesis  examines  the  Hindutva  (Hindu-ness)  movement,  which 
became  influential  in  the  1980s  and  1990s.  The  Bharatiya  Janata 
Party, which leads India’s current coalition government, arose from the 
Hindutva movement, but it deemphasized Hindutva themes in favour of 
militaristic nationalism as it came closer to power. In Singapore,  the 
thesis  examines  the  government’s  promotion  of  Confucian  ethics  in 
schools and the media. While this promotion was a major effort in the 
1980s,  the  government  quickly  moved  away  from  it,  and  began 
promoting a more generic form of “Asian values” instead.
The thesis’s aim is to show the underlying similarity between the 
projects of Hindutva and Singapore Confucianism. It does so using a 
modified  version  of  Jürgen  Habermas’s  theory  of  legitimation  crisis. 
Habermas claims that modern states have changed the basis of their 
legitimacy from traditional  worldviews to economic welfare functions, 
and  that  economic  crises  can  now therefore  become  crises  of  state 
legitimacy. The thesis suggests that governments which perceive such a 
crisis may then attempt to turn back to the traditional worldviews. 
The  thesis  proceeds  by  examining  the  post-colonial  history  of 
India  and  Singapore,  discussing  the  many  programs  the  countries’ 
governments  used  to  justify  their  legitimacy.  It  notes  the  financial 
difficulties  the  countries  faced  in  the  years  preceding  the  rise  of 
Hindutva and Singapore Confucianism, and demonstrates how Prime 
Ministers Indira Gandhi and Lee Kuan Yew perceived a crisis. It then 
describes how the rise of Hindutva and Singapore Confucianism quickly 
followed  this  perceived  crisis,  and  how  neither  ideological  project 
ultimately had much apparent effect on legitimacy. Finally, through a 
brief  discussion  of  the  everyday  religio-cultural  practices  of  “Hindu” 
Indians and Singapore Chinese,  it  suggests that the projects did not 
apparently  succeed  because  they  were  too  far  removed  from  those 
practices.
The  conclusion  of  the  thesis  is  as  follows:  Hindutva  and 
Singapore  Confucianism  became  influential  as  responses  to  the 
perceived emergence of legitimation crises. They declined in influence 
because their disconnection from popular practice prevented them from 
restoring political legitimacy.
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I. Introduction
In the 1980s and early 1990s, India’s ruling Congress Party came 
to advocate an agenda of “Hindutva” (literally “Hindu-ness”), a quasi-
religious Hindu Indian nationalism. It  appropriated religious symbols 
and fomented religious conflict to muster support. In so doing it took a 
leaf from the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), which advocated Hindutva 
much more strongly. The BJP’s influence in Indian politics has risen 
spectacularly.  Having held only two seats in the federal parliament in 
1984, it is now the lead partner in the country’s ruling alliance. As the 
BJP came closer to power, however, it deemphasized Hindutva in favour 
of a more generalized, militaristic nationalism.
At roughly the same time, the People’s Action Party (PAP), which 
has ruled Singapore since its independence in 1965, made a key issue 
out of promoting Confucianism in education and in national campaigns. 
But by the end of the 1980s, it had abandoned Confucianism for a more 
generic platform of “Asian values”.
The world’s second most populous country and a tiny city-state; a 
multiparty democracy and a tightly ordered one-party government;  a 
grassroots social movement and the policy decision of a small political 
clique  —  the  differences  between  Hindutva  and  Singapore 
Confucianism, in themselves and in their contexts, are many. A basic 
similarity,  however,  underlies  both  cases:  a  political  party  makes  a 
nationalistic  attempt  to  use  cultural  practices  and  symbols  that  it 
perceives as belonging to its country’s majority population, constructing 
its image of that culture into a single tradition. And in both places, the 
party increasingly backs away from the attempt, watering it down to 
make it more inclusive.
This thesis compares the actions of the Indian and Singaporean 
governments,  in  their  respective  projects  of  Hindutva and Singapore 
Confucianism. My argument is that there is a deep similarity between 
the two projects,  which can be  illuminated by a modified version of 
Jürgen  Habermas’s  (1988)  theory  of  legitimation  crisis.  The  ruling 
parties in each government — on behalf  of  other ruling groups that 
supported them — had tried to justify their rule as legitimate through 
government programs for the disadvantaged. As those programs became 
more expensive, their ability to support legitimacy came into question, 
and the parties  perceived a crisis in their own legitimacy.  Since the 
parties  were  dominant  parties  whose  structure  had  been  tied  very 
closely to that of the political system, this crisis appeared as one of the 
system’s legitimacy too. Cultural tradition then appeared as a potential 
alternative means of legitimation. But the parties’ use of tradition did 
not  work,  because  it  was  a  strategic  appropriation  that  bore  little 
connection to the actual beliefs and practices of the states’ peoples. So 
they changed direction from that use of tradition to a more generalized 
political  nationalism,  one  that  relied  more  on  defying  American  or 
international opinion and less on connection to any particular tradition.
Having stated the broad contours of the argument, I want to be 
clear about what I am not saying.  I am not arguing that everyone who 
puts forward the Hindutva ideology is motivated by a desire to keep 
control  over  lower  castes.  Likewise,  not  everyone  who  advocated 
Confucianism in Singapore did so in order to preserve the ability  of 
ruling groups to discipline labour. I am convinced that many people do 
believe in the Hindutva ideology in its own terms, rather than in terms 
of the subtext which I seek to illustrate in this thesis. I suspect that 
Singapore Confucianism had its true believers as well.
But what is at issue is why these ideologies became politically 
influential at the time that they did. That influence is what I think came 
out of ruling groups’ desire to legitimate themselves. I suspect it will 
become clear in the course of the thesis that my sympathies do not lie 
with  the  contemporary  advocates  of  Hinduism  and  Confucianism. 
Nevertheless, the point of this thesis is not to refute the ideologies, but 
rather  to  explain  their  growth.  I  submit  that  Habermas’s  theory  of 
legitimation  crisis,  with  a  key  modification,  provides  the  best  such 
explanation.
Theory of legitimation crisis
Habermas takes the concept of crisis from Karl Marx, although he 
claims its roots extend back to Greek tragedy.  A crisis,  in  “classical 
aesthetics from Aristotle to Hegel”, is 
the  turning  point  in  a  fateful  process  that,  despite  all 
objectivity, does not simply impose itself from outside and 
does  not  remain  external  to  the  identity  of  the  person 
caught  up  in  it.  The  contradiction,  expressed  in  the 
catastrophic  culmination  of  conflict,  is  inherent  in  the 
structure  of  the  action  system  and  in  the  personality 
systems of the principal characters. (Habermas 1988: 2)
Marx  (1863)  developed  the  concept  of  an  economic  crisis, 
especially within capitalism. In an argument too long to expound here, 
Marx  claimed  that  capitalism’s  own  internal  contradictions  would 
inevitably produce economic crises (essentially depressions). While each 
individual  crisis  could  be  resolved,  successive  crises  would  be  ever 
deeper, eventually becoming unresolvable and leading to the collapse of 
capitalism.  Habermas  extends  Marx’s  argument  by  claiming  that 
capitalism around the world survived the crises of the early twentieth 
century by transforming itself from the liberal capitalism of Marx’s day 
to a different kind of capitalism, organized capitalism.
The key difference between liberal and organized capitalism is in 
the  involvement  of  the  state.  Under  liberal  (laissez-faire)  capitalism, 
European states played only a few economic roles, such as protecting 
property and printing money. But after the Depression and the World 
Wars,  they  pursued  the  much  more  active  Keynesian  program  of 
intervening in the capitalist economy in order to sustain it and promote 
its  growth.  They  made  massive  improvements  in  infrastructure, 
subsidized education to promote productivity, pushed money into arms 
and  space  exploration  to  stimulate  the  economy,  subsidized  weak 
sectors of the economy, and more. (Habermas 1988: 35)
But  Habermas  argues  that,  although such  attempts  to  secure 
capital  accumulation can preserve  capitalism in  the  short  run,  they 
carry their  own problems within them, problems of  legitimation. For 
Habermas, any state in an unequal and hierarchical society needs to 
justify the existing state of affairs. That is, it needs to justify its own 
legitimacy. Pre-capitalist and early capitalist European states had relied 
for their legitimacy on traditional worldviews and institutions, especially 
religious ones, and their legacy (Habermas 1988: 73-4). But the tumult 
of liberal capitalism, and the state intervention of organized capitalism, 
increasingly called these worldviews and institutions into question.
With traditions declining in influence, organized capitalist states 
came to depend on welfare functions for their legitimacy. The problem 
with this welfare legitimacy was pointed out by James O’Connor (1973), 
from whom Habermas derives an important part of his theory. Social 
welfare  programs  are  extremely  expensive;  and  so  is  preventing 
economic  crisis.  When  economic  crisis  threatens  to  arise,  providing 
social  services  becomes  extremely  difficult  to  afford.  Furthermore, 
acting  on  demands  for  welfare  programs  can  itself  inhibit  economic 
growth, and the cost of those programs will grow with time. (McCarthy 
1978: 366)
So governments must cut back some programs. And there is the 
rub: the state has come to depend on services rather than on tradition 
for its legitimacy, but it cannot continue to provide those services in the 
way that it had. This, says Habermas, creates a legitimation crisis. So 
organized capitalism did not solve the problem of  economic crisis.  It 
merely  displaced  the  problem  into  social  and  cultural  life,  where 
legitimation  crises  occur.  Habermas  does  not  argue  that  this  will 
necessarily lead to the fall of capitalism, but that is a possibility.
Another possibility is the one I am discussing: the state makes an 
effort to return to cultural tradition in order to use it for legitimation. 
Habermas is skeptical of what this can accomplish. The force of cultural  
tradition, for Habermas, is that it  can “guarantee the continuity of a 
history  through  which  individuals  and  groups  can  identify  with 
themselves and with one another.” But it is precisely this force that a 
cultural  tradition  loses  when  it  is  “objectivistically  prepared  and 
strategically  employed”  in  the  manner  of  Hindutva  and  Singapore 
Confucianism. (Habermas 1988: 70-1) I think that the initial attempts 
to put forward a Hindu and Confucian political agenda can be classed 
as failures, and that Habermas’s claim explains why they failed.
What happens  after this failure? Habermas does not say. In my 
two cases, there has been a turn to a political nationalism that is less 
rooted  in  a  particular  cultural  tradition.  Nevertheless,  that  political 
nationalism is, I think, also promoted with the intent that “individuals 
and groups can identify with themselves and with one another” — and 
with the state that supposedly represents them. Since the nationalism 
is  also  objectivistically  prepared  and  strategically  employed,  I  think 
Habermas’s prediction would have to be that it too will ultimately fail. It 
is, however, too early to tell.
What will happen if it  does fail? What does the state do when it 
becomes  apparent  that  neither  welfare  provisions  nor  cultural 
appropriation  will  stave  off  crisis?  Habermas  does  not  answer  this 
question either — not surprisingly, as it would amount to predicting the 
future of capitalism. I also abstain from attempting an answer. It is, of 
course, an interesting and very important question; but it is not one 
that I can address in a thesis like this, and not one that is crucial to an 
explanation of the phenomena I am discussing.
Applying the theory
Habermas, to be sure,  is  entirely concerned with rich Western 
multi-party liberal democracies. Whether his model is intended to apply 
to  poorer  countries,  Asian countries  or  one-party  states is  not  clear 
from  his  analysis.  I  think  that  it  does,  but  it  requires  certain 
adjustments.  India  and  Singapore  may  not  be  welfare  states  in  the 
same  way  that  European  countries  are,  but  the  governments  have 
nevertheless  taken  on  responsibility  for  their  disadvantaged 
populations,  as we will  see;  and they have also attempted to secure 
investment and capital accumulation in order to make their economies 
grow.  They  certainly  face  a  struggle  to  secure  accumulation  and 
legitimation at the same time.
I want to make one key modification to Habermas’s model. Rather 
than attempting to demonstrate the existence of an actual legitimation 
crisis, I want to refer to the perception of crisis by government leaders. 
The major reason for this modification is that the concept of legitimacy 
does not lend itself well to measurement. As a theorist, Habermas does 
not concern himself  with this problem, but it  is significant for those 
who want to apply his ideas to empirical phenomena. Andrew MacIntyre 
observes  that  too  often a  régime’s  legitimacy is  circularly  defined in 
terms of its stability. In such an approach, “particular governments and 
regimes  endured  or  collapsed  because  they  did  or  did  not  enjoy 
sufficient legitimation. How do we know whether they did or did not 
enjoy sufficient legitimation? Because they either endured or collapsed.” 
(MacIntyre 1996: 172) 
In  a  liberal  democratic  regime,  polls  and  elections  can 
demonstrate discontent, and thus perhaps demonstrate the illegitimacy 
of a ruling party. But in a multi-party political system, the legitimacy (or 
illegitimacy) of a political party does not necessarily affect the legitimacy 
of the system. If the Republicans or Labour are seen as unfit to govern, 
for  example,  they  can  easily  be  replaced  by  the  Democrats  or  the 
Conservatives.
Here Singapore is different from liberal democratic states in two 
important ways. First, it is a one-party state, where no party other than 
the PAP has even come close to governing since independence. The PAP 
has structured the  post-independence state  so  that  the  party  is the 
system, and it is difficult to disentangle the legitimacy of the one from 
that of the other. When much of the party’s membership split off from it 
in the 1960s (see page ), the party relied on the civil service as a key 
component of its support base. It merged itself with the state apparatus 
to such a degree that “most functions that a party might normally be 
expected  to  perform”  were  “performed  by  various  governmental 
departments and bodies.” One PAP leader put it succinctly: “We don’t 
differentiate  between  party  and  non-party.”  (Bellows  1970:  29)  The 
ouster of the PAP, in the minds of its leaders at least, would therefore be  
a  disaster  for  the  whole  system.  When the  PAP  registered  its  worst 
electoral showing since independence in 1984, a visibly angry Lee Kuan 
Yew declared on television that the universal franchise might have to be 
reconsidered,  although  he  soon  retracted  the  comment  (Tremewan 
1994: 159). Thus the distinction between party and system legitimacy is 
blurred.
Second, Singapore is an illiberal state, where the media is tightly 
controlled,  expressing  discontent  can  lead  to  denial  of  vital  public 
services, and opposition parties and leaders are systematically harassed 
(see my discussion of J.B. Jeyaretnam on page , for example). In such 
an authoritarian régime, the level of discontent is impossible to gauge 
accurately.
But  that  discontent  is  impossible  to  gauge  even  for  the 
government itself.  The PAP itself  cannot be sure when it is no longer 
perceived as a legitimate ruler. So the government acts as if  a crisis 
were taking place even when it loses a single seat in Parliament. 
Importantly,  this  perceived crisis  has  the  same effect  on state 
actions — my topic of concern in this thesis — as would an actual one. 
And I think the words and actions of government leaders, discussed in 
the  third  chapter,  demonstrate  that  they  perceived  a  crisis.  A 
legitimation crisis may not have existed in fact — but the leaders in 
both countries had created the  preconditions for  a crisis,  and,  I  will 
argue, they knew it. In Singapore especially, I focus on this perception 
of crisis rather than on a crisis itself. This is my main departure from 
Habermas, who does not intend to examine perceived crises, only real 
ones.
The  Congress  in  India  presided  over  a  far  less  authoritarian 
system than Singapore’s, one in which opposition parties had always 
had a voice. Nevertheless, having governed uninterruptedly for decades 
after independence, the Congress too had come to blur the distinctions 
between  party  and  state  organization.  The  structure  by  which 
government projects were distributed and patronage handed out was 
known  as  the  “Congress  system”,  and  independent  India  had  lived 
under nothing else until Indira Gandhi attacked it. But for Indira the 
Congress, under her leadership, remained the only party that could rule 
India; a weakening of its own fortunes was quickly perceived as a threat 
to the system as a whole, demonstrated by her readiness to declare a 
state of emergency in 1975-77 when the courts questioned her right to 
rule  amid  widespread  protests  against  her  (see  page   and  timeline 
appendix). The events leading up to the Emergency were, I think, a real 
crisis for the party. Whether they were a real crisis for the  system is 
more difficult to say, but I think they were perceived as such. It is not 
as yet clear what will replace the legitimating function of the Congress 
system, and I think Hindutva is best understood as an attempt to find a 
replacement.
The differences  between  the  political  systems point  to  another 
important difference between the two projects. Singapore Confucianism 
was  entirely a government action; no Singaporeans, to my knowledge, 
had advocated Confucianism, from the 1920s until the day Lee Kuan 
Yew made it into policy. Hindutva, on the other hand, had significant 
grassroots  support  behind  it.  This  is  not  to  say  that  a  majority of 
Indians agreed with Hindutva; I will be arguing that they did not and do 
not. But the relation of Hindutva to the Indian state is quite different 
from that of Confucianism to the Singaporean state. The significance of 
this for my argument is that the  existence of Hindutva should not be 
seen as a response to a legitimation crisis, real or perceived. Only its 
recent growth in political influence should, I think, be seen in that light.
I  intend to show that  the two cases I  discuss have followed a 
similar pattern, one which fits Habermas’s theory as modified: first, a 
state  takes deliberate planning actions in the name of  accumulation 
and legitimation; then the actions for legitimation become more difficult 
to afford, and  there emerges a perception that the system’s legitimacy 
is in crisis; attempts are then made to restore the tradition’s authority; 
but in the end it is too late, for the tradition at this point does not hold 
sufficient legitimating power.
I  have  ordered  the  thesis  according  to  the  chronology  of  this 
pattern.  The  second  chapter  provides  background  on  the  social 
structures of the colonial era, the dominant political parties of the post-
independence era and the ruling social groups with which they were 
associated.  The third chapter describes ways in which ruling groups 
perceived  their  legitimacy  declining.  The  fourth  chapter  describes  in 
detail the attempts to use cultural tradition to legitimate, and the fifth 
describes these attempts’ failure and ultimate replacement.
The pattern, as described, played out over slightly different time 
periods  in Singapore and India,  although the  periods  overlapped.  In 
Singapore,  the  government  based its  legitimacy on welfare programs 
from the early ‘60s until the early ‘80s; the government attempted to 
promote what it saw as “Confucian” traditions from 1982 until 1989; 
and  in  the  years  that  followed,  this  effort  at  rehabilitation  was 
abandoned and replaced with a more inclusive “Asian values”.
In India, the timing of the pattern was somewhat more complex. 
Government planning efforts that weakened traditional authority had 
been going on for a longer time. The effort to construct “Hindu” tradition 
had gone on as a social movement since before independence in 1947; 
but  it  only  reached  mass  support  levels,  and  government 
implementation, in the mid-1980s. The party most directly connected to 
the use of Hindutva began to move away from it over the course of the 
1990s  as  it  moved  towards  power,  replacing  Hindutva  with  a  more 
militaristic nationalism.
Issues of comparison
I  want  to  mention  three  axes  on  which  my  comparison  takes 
place.  The  first  and  second,  related  to  time,  point  out  similarities 
between  the  two  phenomena  I  am  comparing;  the  third,  related  to 
space, points out a key difference. The first is state action: these are not 
just  any  appropriations  of  cultural  tradition,  but  appropriations  by 
political parties which were either in government or would be soon. The 
second is simultaneity: the two projects occurred at roughly the same 
time, give or take a few years. The third is the great spatial difference 
between India  and Singapore;  because  of  India’s  democratic  system, 
Hindutva (unlike Singapore Confucianism)  depended a great  deal  on 
popular  support,  which  varied  widely  from  place  to  place,  so  my 
comparison must examine regional differences in India, differences that 
are absent in Singapore’s tiny geographic area.
I  specify  that  the  thesis  compares  state  actions  because  both 
actions  have  non-state  precedents  which  are  not  my  topic.  The 
existence  of  Hindutva  is  not  a  recent  phenomenon;  only  its  rise  in 
influence  is.  The idea of  Hindutva goes  back to  the 1920s with the 
nationalist leader V.D. Savarkar, who defined a Hindu as anyone who 
considered  India  both  a  fatherland and a  holy  land  (thus  including 
Jains and Sikhs but not Muslims or Christians). Savarkar’s ideas were 
taken  up  by  a  group  of  Hindu-nationalist  organizations  known 
collectively as the Sangh Parivar, whose most influential members at 
the  outset  were  the  Rashtriya  Swayamsevak  Sangh  (RSS)  youth 
organization  and  the  Vishwa  Hindu  Parishad  (VHP)  religious 
organization. Politically, Hindutva came to be associated with issues of 
promoting  Hinduism,  of  anti-Muslim  policy,  and  more  frequently  of 
both.  In  1951,  Sangh Parivar  members  founded  a  national  political 
party called the Jan Sangh. The Jan Sangh argued that public schools 
in Uttar Pradesh should restrict themselves to teaching Hindi and avoid 
teaching Urdu, the related language spoken by north Indian Muslims. 
(Graham 1990) But the Jan Sangh never achieved a significant level of 
national influence (see table 3, page ). As Graham (1990: 253) notes, its 
appeal was confined primarily to speakers of Hindi (concentrated in the 
north), to the priestly caste of Brahmins and especially to urban small 
business (groups among which there was considerable overlap). Without 
a rural base, it had little chance of reaching power.
Hindutva  exhibits  a  continuity  between  pre-  and  post-
independence years which Singapore Confucianism lacks. But the PAP’s 
appropriation of Confucianism is also not entirely without precedent. 
Following the mainland Chinese Confucian revival movement of K’ang 
Yu-wei  in  1895,  many  Chinese  in  Malaya  and  Singapore 
enthusiastically established Confucian temples, promoted the study of 
Confucianism  and  observed  Confucius’s  birthday.  This  movement, 
however, did not attempt to involve the (colonial) state. (Yen 1995: 231-
3)  Moreover,  the  fall  of  the  mainland  Chinese  monarchy  in  1911 
deprived Confucianism of its traditional institutional embodiment; and 
within  a  few  years,  the  May  Fourth  Movement  would  come  to  hold 
Confucianism responsible for many of China’s social problems (Dirlik 
1995: 232). So the influence of this Confucianism rapidly faded. In no 
speech or discussion of the PAP have I found a reference to this neo-
Confucianism of the early twentieth century.
The  phenomena  I  discuss  are  different  from  the  older  ones 
because they are state actions, associated with ruling political parties in 
the post-independence situation. That is the way in which they are new, 
and it is only because they are state actions that they can be considered  
reactions to legitimation crisis. While the BJP did not reach power until 
its Hindutva agenda had been watered down considerably, the Congress 
adopted many Hindutva-oriented symbols and policies during the BJP’s 
rise in the 1980s.
Is  it  a  coincidence  that  Hindutva and Singapore Confucianism 
both rose to influence in the 1980s? I don’t think so. Scaling back the 
welfare  state  while  appealing  to  majoritarian  cultural  (religious) 
tradition was, after all, the hallmark of Ronald Reagan’s presidency in 
the same time period. And although Margaret Thatcher’s attack on the 
welfare  state  was  not  accompanied  by  as  explicit  a  religio-cultural 
agenda, it nevertheless appealed to national sentiment in the Falklands 
War; Thatcher was also prone to making statements about culture such 
as “The mission of this Government is much more than the promotion 
of  economic  progress.  It  is  to  renew the  spirit  and solidarity  of  the 
nation.” (quoted in Riddell 1994: 22) These cases were often not isolated 
from  each  other;  ideas  were  shared.  The  inspiration  for  Singapore 
Confucianism, I will argue (page ), came largely from Western writers, 
many  of  whom,  like  Herman  Kahn,  were  at  least  as  concerned  to 
promote New Right ideology at home as to support the “Confucianism” 
they considered to exist in Asia.
A key difference between the two movements is this: Hindutva, 
having begun at the grassroots with the Sangh Parivar and BJP, had 
considerable regional variations. By contrast, Singapore Confucianism 
was a project conceived of entirely at the central level of government. 
Besides, it would be difficult to speak of any “regional” basis even to 
grassroots movements,  simply because the city-state  is  physically  so 
small.
This difference raises some difficulties for comparison. Hindutva 
in the 1980s and early 1990s was enacted by federal governments and 
federal  political  parties;  in  that  sense,  my  comparison  is  between 
Singapore and all of India. But the popular support for Hindutva was 
confined to particular states in the north and west of India. The BJP 
drew  its  greatest  support  from  Uttar  Pradesh,  Rajasthan,  Madhya 
Pradesh, Himachal Pradesh, Delhi, Haryana and Gujarat (see table 1). 
These were all among the states where the Congress was strongest in 
1980  (Ludden  1996:  19).  Since  India  is  a  multi-party  democracy, 
Hindutva could not have risen to the level of influence it reached in the 
‘80s  without  this  popular  support.  An  explanation  of  the  rise  of 
Hindutva, comparative or otherwise, must therefore involve an intensive 
examination of regions where Hindutva was the strongest.
Table 1:  % of popular vote for Hindutva parties in major Indian 
states (federal elections)
Jan Sangh BJP
State 1967 1971 1984 1989 1991
Bihar 11.1 12.1 6.9 13.0 16.0
Delhi 46.7 29.6 18.8 26.2 40.2
Gujarat – 2.2 18.6 30.5 50.4
Haryana 19.9 11.2 7.5 8.3 10.2
Himachal 
Pradesh
19.1 10.6 23.3 45.3 42.8
Jammu and 
Kashmir
20.3 12.2 1.7 7.2 – 
Karnataka 2.3 1.9 4.7 2.6 28.8
Kerala 1.4 1.4 1.8 4.5 4.6
Madhya 
Pradesh
29.6 33.6 30 39.7 41.9
Maharashtra 7.4 5.2 10.1 23.7 20.2
Orissa 0.6 0.2 1.2 1.3 9.5
Punjab 12.5 4.5 3.4 4.2 17.0
Rajasthan 10.3 12.4 23.7 29.6 40.9
Tamil Nadu 0.2 0.1 0.1 0.3 1.7
Uttar Pradesh 22.2 12.3 6.4 7.6 32.8
West Bengal 1.4 0.9 1.7 11.7 9.5
Source: Butler, Lahiri and Roy 1995; India Today 1991.
In particular, I pay the closest attention to Uttar Pradesh. This is 
partially because Uttar Pradesh is widely studied, and data are easier to 
obtain. There are, however, several other reasons why it deserves pride 
of place: it is the most populous state in India, and thus the one which 
has the greatest influence on the overall results of elections. It is also a 
state where the influence of Hindutva grew rapidly in the period I am 
discussing (unlike Madhya Pradesh and Delhi, where the BJP was not 
much more popular than the old Jan Sangh); as such, I think it is likely 
the best place to observe the growth of Hindutva close-up.
Nevertheless,  Uttar  Pradesh  is  not  a  microcosm of  India,  and 
cannot be taken as a stand-in for the whole country. I have therefore 
attempted to make comparisons across states throughout the thesis. In 
addition to discussing other northern states where the BJP rose, such 
as Rajasthan and Gujarat, I also analyze southern states such as Tamil 
Nadu,  where  the  BJP  remains  relatively  unsuccessful,  as  a 
counterexample that, I think, can shed some light on its growth in the 
north — and on why the BJP moderated itself in taking power at the 
centre. I argue that the caste structures of the south were sufficiently 
different to diminish the appeal of Hindutva there, and that Hindutva’s 
limited appeal in the south is a key part of the reason for the BJP’s 
moderating of it.
II. Historical background
This chapter describes the political systems of post-independence 
India and Singapore, referring especially to the ruling parties of the era 
and to the dominant groups that underlay their strength. In India, the 
Congress before and after independence was backed by the dominant 
rural castes, which had traditionally ruled the villages at the local level. 
In Singapore, the PAP began as an alliance between English-educated 
Chinese  elites  and  the  Chinese  working  class,  but  the  role  of  the 
working class was soon eclipsed by that of transnational corporations.
Caste and Congress
The legitimacy of the Congress after India’s independence rested 
on rural1 groups known as the dominant castes, who had historically 
been  considered  legitimate  rulers  at  the  local  level.  Caste is  widely 
recognized  to  be  a  central  structuring  principle  in  traditional  and 
modern Indian society.  Although ideas related to caste can be dated 
back thousands of years, the caste system as it appeared in colonial 
India  was  considerably  more  recent.  The  British  colonists  played  a 
major role in making caste categories more rigid than they had once 
been,  although the extent  of  the British role in forming the modern 
caste system is a matter of some dispute. (Fuller 1996: 5-6)
Many popular accounts of caste in India describe it in terms of 
1The rural areas have been the most important areas to analyze 
in  Indian  society,  as  the  country’s  population  has  been 
overwhelmingly rural. In 1971, only about 10% of the population 
lived in cities of over 100 000 people (Kolenda 1978: 141).
the varna system as set forth in the Vedas, in which four broad “castes” 
are  ranked  from  highest  to  lowest:  Brahmins  (priests);  Kshatriyas 
(warriors  and  rulers);  Vaishyas  (merchants),  now  usually  known  as 
Banias;  and  Shudras  (peasants,  labourers  and servants).  The  varna 
system can be quite  misleading as a description of  the Indian caste 
system, not only because of the “untouchables” and “tribals” considered 
effectively beneath the hierarchy and not mentioned in the Vedas. Caste 
in India today refers to the thousands of quasi-ethnic groups known as 
jatis, which can be an uncomfortable fit with the varna system. A jati is 
traditionally distinguished from other jatis by rules of endogamy (one is 
supposed to marry within one’s  jati) and to a lesser extent by rules of 
commensality (one is only supposed to eat food prepared by fellow jati 
members).  The  majority  of  India’s  population  falls  into  jati groups 
traditionally described as “Shudra” (although now usually described by 
the acronym OBCs, for “Other Backward Castes”). (Stern 1993: 52-83)
A somewhat more precise conceptual rendering divides jatis into 
three categories. The term “upper caste” generally refers to the three 
groups placed above the Shudras in the  varna system. “Middle caste” 
refers to the majority of  the OBC groups, especially those which are 
relatively well off. “Lower caste” refers to the poorest OBCs along with 
the tribals (“Scheduled Tribes” or STs) and the untouchables (the latter 
often called SCs for “Scheduled Castes”, or more often by the political 
term Dalits, meaning “oppressed”).
A crucial distinction, although with considerable overlap, exists 
between the concepts of upper caste and dominant caste. The concept of 
the  dominant  caste  became  influential  through  the  work  of  M.N. 
Srinivas  (1955).  For  Srinivas,  the  dominant  caste  in  a  village 
“preponderates  numerically  over  the  other  castes”  and  “wields 
preponderant  economic  and political  power”;  it  also  controls  a  large 
proportion of the village land. I think, however, that Louis Dumont’s 
definition is more helpful than Srinivas’s. Dumont (1980: 161) leaves 
out the criterion of numerical preponderance, pointing out that in many 
villages a client caste, often untouchable, is more numerous than the 
caste that is dominant by other measures.  For Dumont, a dominant 
caste  “reproduces  the  royal  function  at  village  level”;  its  main 
characteristics are as follows:
(1)  relatively eminent right over the land; (2)  as a result, 
power to grant land and to employ members of other castes 
either in agricultural capacities or as specialists, to build 
up a large clientele, not to say an armed force; (3) power of 
justice also: the notables of the dominant caste are often 
entrusted with the arbitration of differences in other castes 
or between different castes, and they can exact penalties for 
unimportant offences... (4) generally speaking, monopoly of 
authority: if the village headman chosen by the State is not 
one of the dominant notables he can only be their pawn, 
unless  he  has  unrivalled  personal  qualities;  (5)  the 
homology extends so far that the dominant caste is often a 
royal caste, a caste allied to royal castes (Mayer), or a caste 
with  similar  characteristics  (meat  diet,  polygyny,  etc.) 
(Dumont 1980: 162-3)
In general, members of a village’s dominant caste would “tend to 
feel that they really are the village and all others in it are there only as 
their dependents or hangers-on” (Mandelbaum 1970: 359-60) — even if 
they do not preponderate numerically. Dominant castes would have a 
local or regional caste  panchayat (council)  which “looked after issues 
like ensuring the proper conduct of members of a caste with respect to 
their hereditary rights and obligations.” (Karanth 1996: 89) Panchayats 
dealt with many possible offences that could be committed by members 
or  non-members  of  the  jati,  including  non-payment  of  debts,  killing 
cows or other forbidden animals, petty assaults or refusing to maintain 
a wife. (Karanth 1996: 89)
When a group with a lower position sought to raise its status, it 
would typically try to imitate the dominant group, often to the point of 
taking on the name of that group for itself.  (Mandelbaum 1970: 445) 
Sanskritization  is  a  name  for  this  process,  by  which  lower  castes 
emulate upper castes in order to gain respect and ritual status (Srinivas 
1966: 6). The process of Sanskritization usually involves conflict with 
castes ranked higher, and successful Sanskritization therefore usually 
requires access to political and economic resources. At the same time, 
Sanskritization affirms the traditional model of caste because it does 
not challenge the idea of caste hierarchy. (Stern 1993: 67)
The relationship between ritual status (by which a  jati group is 
considered an upper caste) and dominance can be complex. The upper-
caste status of Brahmins and Banias is usually not ambiguous, but 
that of the Kshatriyas certainly is. Some argue that there have been no 
“true”  Kshatriyas  since  the  fifth  century  B.C.  Several  contemporary 
castes, such as the Thakurs and Rajputs, likely come from a Shudra 
lineage, but have long claimed Kshatriya status, and have been widely 
accepted as such. (Srinivas 1966: 9-10) Not coincidentally, these “neo-
Kshatriya” jatis are among the most likely to be dominant castes. They 
have often come to support a Hindutva agenda, but their support has 
been more lukewarm than that of the Brahmins and Banias. Middle 
castes,  such  as  Yadavs,  Kurmis  and  Kolis,  have  more  recently 
attempted to claim Kshatriya status as well, but the claim has not been 
widely accepted.  (Hasan 1989: 178)
At  a  scale  larger  than  the  village,  the  dominant  castes  have 
exercised an influence considerably larger than their  numbers might 
indicate, for reasons described by Robert Stern:
Dominant  jatis combine  the  virtues  that  characterize 
powerful interest groups in most parliamentary democratic 
systems:  they are large,  generally  well-to-do,  respectable, 
self-confident, attractive as allies, well-connected politically 
and  spokesmen  for  their  own  interests....  dominant  jati 
households are usually  patrons,  and this  enhances their 
other  interest  group  virtues.   Clients,  for  example,  are 
amenable to their patrons’ voting instructions. (Stern 1993: 
90)
Thus  the  rule  of  dominant  castes  was  reflected  in  national 
politics,  where  the  Congress  party  had  an  intricate  network  of 
patronage relations. In the 1930s, as the Congress began to be elected 
to power in several Indian states, almost half of its new members came 
from landowning  dominant  castes.  These  quickly  came  to  dominate 
most Congress committees,  sometimes by fraudulent means (Frankel 
1978: 72-4). As a result, the central committee of the Congress became 
controlled by a group of state dominant-caste leaders who would come 
to be known as the Syndicate (Lele 1994: 47). 
From  independence  until  the  mid-1960s,  the  Congress  party 
dominated Indian politics both in the legislature and in its strong but 
flexible  extra-parliamentary  organization  of  party  committees, 
controlled,  as  mentioned,  by  dominant-caste  leaders.  The  party’s 
hierarchy of committees, which distributed patronage, was elaborate: a 
Central Election Committee at the national level, then committees at the 
state  level  for  each  state  and  additional  committees  for  each  local 
district.  The system of  committees  did  a  great  deal  to  maintain  the 
Congress’s  political  dominance  because  it  allowed  competition  for 
resources to be contained within the party. (Lele 1981: 143) Since the 
distribution of political resources occurred largely by means of these 
committees, the distinction between system and party was blurred.
James Manor (1990: 63-4) argues that the Congress’s legislative 
strength rested on its organizational strength, and that  “[t]he might, 
the  reach,  and  the  subtlety  of  its  organization  also  enabled  it  to 
dominate  the  actions  of  bureaucrats  who  were  charged  with  the 
implementation  of  policies  and  laws  at  regional  and,  especially,  at 
subregional levels.” Through the organization of the Congress and its 
committees,  dominant  caste  leaders  ran  a  patronage  system — the 
“Congress system” — which
worked  because  the  relations  between  social  “superiors” 
and “inferiors,” especially in the villages, were characterized 
in this period by the latter’s  relative acquiescence.   As a 
result, rural elites were periodically able to sway the votes 
of  the  lower  strata  toward the  Congress  in  exchange  for 
resources  the  Congress  government  controlled.   (Kohli 
1990b: 5)
The  picture  just  given  of  caste  dominance  in  India  is  a 
generalization  intended  to  apply  more  or  less  to  the  whole  country. 
Naturally,  it  varies  considerably  from  region  to  region.  The  most 
important regional varation is this: in the northern and western states 
where the BJP became influential,  the dominant castes could largely 
also be  considered upper  castes.  In Uttar  Pradesh,  for  example,  the 
dominant castes have typically been Brahmins and Thakurs, who in the 
1960s together owned 57% of the land in the state (Hasan 1989: 153). 
In  Gujarat  they  have  been  Brahmins,  Banias  and Rajputs,  but  also 
some  Patidars,  a  middle  caste  (Shah  1989:  110).  In  Rajasthan 
Brahmins had little influence, but the widely dominant Rajputs made 
up for it; those lower groups who attempted to Sanskritize in Rajasthan 
generally sought to emulate Rajputs (Narain and Mathur 1989: 17).
The  picture  is  quite  different  in  the  southern  states.  There, 
Brahmins,  Banias  and  Rajputs  have  been  much  less  powerful.  The 
dominant castes have been various ritually Shudra groups, such as the 
Kapus and Kammas in Andhra Pradesh (Reddy 1989: 268, 285), the 
Lingayats  and Vokkaligas  in  Karnataka  (Manor  1989:  333-4)  or  the 
Vellalas  in  Tamil  Nadu  (Frankel  1990:  229).  Brahmins  in  southern 
villages, in fact, were often quite poor (Manor 1989: 341). The power 
wielded by Brahmins in the south emerged primarily in the cities and 
towns  under  British  colonialism,  where  they  took  the  greatest 
advantage  of  educational  opportunities  and  joined  the  colonial 
administration (Frankel 1990: 231-2).
Politics in the south have also been dominated by ritually  low 
castes since about the 1950s. The Dravida Munnetra Kazagham (DMK), 
in power in Tamil Nadu for most of its history, emerged initially from 
the assertion of urban Vellalas against urban Brahmins (Frankel 1990: 
233). Kerala was exceptional in that the Ezhava jati, a Scheduled Caste, 
was highly influential in its politics under the ruling Communist Party. 
The dominant middle-caste Nairs were less likely to vote Communist, 
and were less influential in Kerala politics as a result. (Nossiter 1932: 
134)
West Bengal, in the east, diverged more from the dominant-caste 
model that applies to most of India. While certain castes may have been 
dominant  at  the  village  level,  caste  groupings  were  too  small  to  be 
influential  statewide.  Caste  identities  in  general  were  not  strong. 
Partially  for  this  reason,  upper-caste  left-wingers  who  ran  the 
Communist  Party  successfully  formed  alliances  with  peasants  and 
urban workers from the lower castes. (Kohli 1989: 375)
Despite these regional variations, political power in most of post-
independence India was held by the rural dominant castes (whose ritual 
status was high in the north and low in the south) at the local level. The 
support of those castes kept the Congress in power at the national level.  
The network of dominant-caste-controlled committees in the Congress 
system was the chief  means for distributing political resources,  thus 
containing  much  of  the  country’s  political  activity  within  the  party 
organization. In the 1970s, Indira Gandhi would attack the Congress 
system and change the party’s electoral coalition dramatically, relying 
instead for a time on votes from a coalition of disadvantaged groups 
(lower castes, Scheduled Tribes and Muslims). But as we will see, the 
success of this strategy was short-lived because of the party’s inability 
to  deliver  material  improvements  to  those  groups.  The  end  of  the 
Congress system and the failure of the poor-based strategy, I will argue, 
are what led to the Congress’s eventual embrace of Hindutva.
The Singapore Chinese and the founding of the PAP
The island of Singapore was settled only by a few Malay villages 
until  the  arrival  of  the  British  in  the  19th  century.  Under  British 
colonialism,  many  Chinese  came  there  seeking  their  fortunes;  these 
Chinese numbered over a million by 1900 (Trocki 1990: 4). They were 
divided by social class; peasants who worked on pepper and gambier 
plantations conflicted with the wealthy Chinese merchants in Singapore 
town,  who  were  allied  with  the  colonial  state  and  involved  in  its 
economy (Trocki 1990: 41).
Yen  Ching-hwang  argues,  nevertheless,  that  when  they  were 
united by kinship and linguistic ties (as was often the case), employers 
and employees had “mutual and paternalistic” relations:
The employer, who was also a kinsman, relative, or fellow 
from  the  same  district  as  the  employee,  assumed  the 
position of superior, who had the welfare of his employee at 
heart,  and  who  looked  after  the  employee  as  much  as 
possible. In return, the employee who [sic] was obliged to 
owe him absolute loyalty,  and worked to  the best  of  his 
ability  for  him.  Based  on  this  mutual  good  faith,  the 
employer would occasionally improve his employee’s wages 
and working conditions, and he would take it as his moral 
duty  to  improve  the  quality  of  life  of  his  employee.  (Yen 
1995: 11-12)
Yen  describes  this  relationship,  notably,  as  the  “traditional 
Confucian”  relationship  between  superiors  and  subordinates.  And 
indeed, the Analects2 and other traditional classics are widely seen as 
encouraging  such  a  paternalistic  relation  between  ruler  and  ruled 
(Jones 1993: 22-3; Lai 1995: 258-9).  This would prove to be a main 
source of inspiration for the PAP’s adoption of Confucian ideology. The 
extent  to  which the  relationship  (as practiced)  was actually  founded 
upon the philosophy of the Confucian classics is doubtful, however, as I 
will demonstrate later.
Education became a major social cleavage among the Singapore 
Chinese.  A  few  Chinese,  especially  the  Babas  (long-settled  Chinese 
influenced by Malay culture), first got educated in English, in British 
schools. Nationalist fervour after 1911 led many overseas Chinese to 
establish Chinese-language schools, although these also had little to do 
with Chinese tradition, the classical examination system already having 
2Confucius’s collected sayings.
been abandoned in China. Those who were educated in Chinese were 
often more highly regarded than those who were educated in English, 
but an English education continued to provide more local opportunity. 
A Chinese education did little to help one advance in Malaya, and the 
Chinese-educated often remained working-class. (Wang 1989: 239-40)
As the Japanese moved to invade Singapore in 1941, the colonial 
government  cooperated  with  the  Malayan  Communist  Party,  which 
claimed to  control  many labour  unions (Turnbull  1989:  172-3).  The 
Communist Party’s guerrillas in Malaya played a significant part in the 
anti-Japanese war effort, and when the British returned to Malaya and 
Singapore they recognized the party officially and gave a medal to its 
leader, Chin Peng (Turnbull 1989: 223).
Divisions  between  Chinese-educated  and  English-educated 
Chinese  continued  to  grow sharper.  The  English-educated,  who  had 
status and wealth under British rule  (though never as much as the 
British themselves), formed moderate and conservative political parties 
with  the  intention  of  gradually  increasing  local  autonomy  and  self-
determination (Turnbull 1989: 233-4). The Chinese-educated, because 
of  both  their  low  status  and their  ties  to  China,  tended  to  support 
socialist and Communist parties that intended revolution against the 
British (Wang 1989: 240).
Conditions worsened after  the  war:  widespread unemployment, 
food shortages and an increasing cost of  living (Turnbull  1989: 224, 
227).  Cooperation betweeen the British and the Malayan Communist 
Party halted after the war’s end. In 1948, unions attempted to launch a 
general strike and the Communists decided to enter a period of “armed 
struggle” (Bedlington 1978: 75). In response, the colonial government 
declared  a  state  of  emergency,  banned  the  Communist  Party  and 
detained many radical activists.(Turnbull 1989: 232-3).3
By  1954,  the  state  of  emergency  had  ended,  although  the 
repression of left-wing parties had not. Malaya and Singapore prepared 
for their first general elections in 1955. In Singapore, two very different 
factions allied to form the People’s Action Party (PAP). The leftist faction, 
by  far  the  larger,  included  Chinese-educated,  largely  working-class 
socialists with some Communist ties and leanings. The other faction, 
which came to assume most of the leadership positions, was a small 
group  of  English-educated  middle-class  Chinese  centred  around  the 
party leader, Lee Kuan Yew. (Bedlington 1978: 200) The second most 
influential  member of  Lee’s faction was Goh Keng Swee, who played 
several different roles in the story that follows.
The two factions formed a single  party  largely  out  of  strategic 
necessity.  The  leftists  needed  the  Lee  faction  to  negotiate  with  the 
British. After the state of emergency, the Singapore left was in disarray, 
and  the  colonial  government  continued  to  repress  left-wing  parties. 
Without  Lee  and  his  English-educated  circle  of  leaders  to  put  a 
“respectable face” on the PAP, it would likely have been seen as another 
Communist  party  and  been  banned.  The  Lee  faction,  meanwhile, 
needed the leftists for a base of popular support to carry it to power, for 
its members had no such base of their own. (Bellows 1970: 18-21)
Although  the  PAP  was  a  Singaporean  party,  it  advocated 
3This  state  of  emergency  is  commonly  referred  to  as  “the 
Emergency”. I avoid the usage in this paper, since I use the same 
term for the 1975-77 Indian Emergency under Indira Gandhi. The 
term  “the  Emergency”  in  India  was  in  fact  taken  from  the 
Malayan case, but I felt that using the same term for both in a 
comparative paper would be confusing.
independence  for  a  unified  Malaya  that  would  include  Singapore.  It 
differed  from the  other  major  anticolonial  party,  the  United  Malays’ 
National  Organization  (UMNO),  in  that  UMNO  advocated  special 
privileges for the generally  impoverished Malay population,  while the 
PAP  argued  against  ethnic  preferential  treatment.  (Bedlington  1978: 
200) The PAP was a party composed by and large of the Chinese, who 
would be hurt by any special  treatment for Malays.  It  was a Straits 
Chinese anticolonial party, which was the reason the two factions felt 
that they were on the same side.
The PAP took office in Singapore after winning elections in 1959. 
Dissension between the two factions was quick to emerge. In a 1960 
move  to  control  labour  that  would  become  characteristic,  the 
government  under  Lee  enacted  legislation  prohibiting  strikes  and 
lockouts once a dispute was referred to the government’s arbitration 
court (Wong 1983: 264).  This policy planted seeds of  distrust in the 
leftist  faction,  which  became  increasingly  uneasy  as  the  Lee  faction 
negotiated  union  with  Malaya  and  kept  the  details  of  this  union 
shrouded in secrecy. Eventually,  in 1961,  the leftist members of  the 
PAP quit the party to form a new party, the Barisan Sosialis. (Bellows 
1970: 42-5)
This split was a disaster for the PAP, because those leftists had 
been its lifeblood. Over  60% of the party membership defected to the 
Barisan, as did most of the party organization. Of about 35 paid party 
staffers, no more than four remained with the PAP. (Bellows 1970: 28) 
The PAP in 1961 consisted of little more than the always tiny English-
educated Lee faction of leaders; it had become a group of party leaders 
with no party to lead.
The  leaders  quickly  found  ways  to  reinvent  the  party.  Their 
greatest fortune, ironically, was that the party had been in power for 
such a short time. For Singapore’s institutions — the police, the army, 
and above all the civil service bureaucracy — had been put in place by 
pre-PAP colonial  régimes.  Those who staffed  this  political  machinery 
were therefore not loyal to the Barisan, and the PAP moved to secure 
their  cooperation.  The  bureaucratic  organization  effectively  displaced 
the party organization. (Bellows 1970: 29) The party set up district-level 
organizations, the Citizens’ Consultative Committees (CCCs), officially 
in order to solicit requests and complaints from the grassroots (Bellows 
1970: 106). This system appeared to differ from the Congress system 
(see  page  )  in  that  it  was  not  officially  contained  within  the  party 
organization. But the CCCs remained controlled by the PAP and were 
used as a vehicle  for distributing pro-PAP propaganda (Rodan 1989: 
74),  thus  blurring  the  line  between  system and party  much  as  the 
Congress system had.
The  PAP  dramatically  shifted  its  electoral  base  in  the  1963 
election. Although the party exploited its control of the state apparatus 
during  the  campaign,  detaining  many  opposition  leaders  and  using 
radio and television as propaganda tools (Minchin 1990: 127-30), the 
majority of those who had voted PAP in 1959 nevertheless voted Barisan 
Sosialis.  The PAP held  power  because  it  combined  a  minority  of  its 
former  voters with a majority  of  those  who had previously voted for 
conservative  parties.  It  attracted  these  voters  by  urging  “left 
nationalists”  and  “right  nationalists”  to  unite  against  “communism”, 
and painted the Barisan as a Communist threat. (Margolin 1989: 96-8)
The new PAP was no longer a working-class party, and specifically  
it  was no longer a party of  the Chinese-educated.  Where 70% of  its 
members  had  been  Chinese-educated  before  the  Barisan  split,  the 
figure  was  34% by  1965.  Likewise,  60% of  PAP members  had been 
union members in 1961; by 1965, only 28% were. (Margolin 1989: 94-5)
Both  of  these  shifts  in  the  party’s  demographic  base  were 
reflected  in  its  policies.  The  party  made  several  attacks  on  the 
institutions  of  the  Chinese-educated,  which  will  be  described in  the 
next chapter. Party members saw exports as the only way for the tiny 
new  republic  to  survive  economically,  and  they  saw  attracting 
transnational corporations as the way to accomplish this. Managers of 
transnational  corporations became a key part  of  the PAP base;  they 
“found themselves playing a more significant role in government policy 
formulation, through their links with government statutory boards and 
state-owned companies, than they might have expected to play in most 
other countries.” (Khong 1995: 121)
In the attempt to attract global capital, the PAP put through a 
variety of draconian controls on labour far stronger than its initial ones. 
In 1966, it banned strikes not approved through secret ballot by the 
majority  of  a  union’s  members,  strikes  in  “essential  services”,  and 
sympathy strikes. In 1968, as well as taking a variety of measures to 
increase  working  hours  (increasing  the  length  of  the  standard  work 
week,  reducing sick leave  and public  holidays,  etc.),  the PAP barred 
issues of  promotions,  transfers,  dismissals,  reinstatements and work 
assignments  from  union  negotiation  and  limited  the  occasion  for 
resettling collective agreements by increasing the minimum duration of 
such agreements from 18 months to three years. (Rodan 1989: 91-2) 
For  a  while,  the  PAP found controlling  labour  straightforward. 
Few strikes occurred in the early 1970s, and none between 1977 and 
1985. (Pang et al. 1989: 130) Rodan (1989: 93) claims that by 1969, 
“militant  trade  unionism  was  finished  in  Singapore.”  When  the 
government’s National Wages Council recommended “wage restraint” as 
a  response  to  the  recession  of  the  mid-1970s,  it  experienced  little 
difficulty in implementing this (Rodan 1989: 124).
The PAP’s remarkable monopoly on elections appeared a sign of 
its legitimacy. In four elections from 1968 to 1980, the party won every 
seat in parliament and at least 69% of the popular vote (see table 2) — 
an enviable  record for  any political  party.  These elections,  moreover, 
were conducted by secret ballot and there have been no allegations of 
outright  electoral  fraud  even  from  bitter  enemies  of  the  PAP.  Thus 
despite  the  repression  of  opposition  parties  and  the  brazen 
gerrymandering and patronage which so often characterize Singapore 
elections, the PAP could claim its solid electoral record as evidence of its 
legitimacy.
Table 2: The PAP in Singapore elections since independence 
Election year Seats in assembly PAP seats PAP % of vote 
1968 58 58 84
1972 65 65 69
1976 69 69 73
1980 75 75 76
1984 79 77 63
1988 81 80 62
1991 81 77 61
1997 83 81 65
Sources: Tremewan 1994: 181; Curry 1997: 69.
On  what  did  Singapore  ruling  groups  attempt  to  base  their 
legitimacy?  Sandhu  and  Wheatley  (1989:  1083)  note  that  from  the 
beginning,  “the  moderate4 PAP  leaders  had  recognized  that  their 
legitimacy would have to be underwritten by their performance.” The 
PAP and its coalition with global capital and the civil service could not, 
in other words, rely on any residue of tradition; their legitimacy would 
rest on instrumental grounds. More specifically, the “performance” of 
the  PAP  implied  two  major  accomplishments.  First  was  economic 
growth.  Singapore’s  success  in  achieving  growth  is  legendary:  the 
economy  grew  an  average  of  9%  a  year  between  1965  and  1990 
(Economist 1990: 19).
High  average  income,  of  course,  does  not  necessarily  imply 
benefits for everyone. A 1977 study conducted by Cheah Hock Beng, 
submitted  for  his  MSocSc  degree  at  the  National  University  of 
Singapore, found that poverty in Singapore had actually increased since 
independence.  Where  in  the  mid-1950s  approximately  25%  of  the 
Singapore  population  was  below  a  poverty  line  defined  in  terms  of 
subsistence-needs standards,  in  the  mid-1970s  the  figure  was  35%. 
(Pugh 1989: 849-50)
To  legitimate  itself  among  the  poorer  sections  of  Singapore 
4Several  commentators  refer  to  the  Lee  faction  of  the  PAP  as 
“moderates”, to distinguish them from the more radical socialist 
faction.  Given  the  party’s  division  at  the  time,  the  “moderate” 
label  made  some  sense  then,  although  the  authoritarian 
capitalism of the years that followed would make the same label 
very difficult to accept now.
society, the PAP relied primarily on providing social services. Since it 
had first been elected in 1959, the PAP had greatly increased spending 
on housing and education, and that spending quickly showed results, 
lending credibility to the PAP’s “ideological construction of a nation with 
common material interests” (Chua 1995: 16). Perhaps the only element 
constant in PAP policy since the party’s foundation has been these “real 
reforms of benefit to the working class” (Rodan 1989: 66).
The PAP did not attempt to rest its legitimacy on any connection 
to  Chinese  traditions,  in the  form of  Confucianism,  traditional  class 
arrangements or anything else. For the party took many actions against 
Chinese language and culture that would have been unthinkable for the 
Chinese-educated PAP of 1960. The Lee faction, after all, was entirely 
English-educated,  with  many  members  not  even  able  to  speak  a 
Chinese language. (Bellows 1970: 20) 
Concerned  about  the  island’s  economic  viability,  the  party 
institutionalized English widely as an everyday language. (Tham 1989: 
479)  Especially  after  its  dealings  with  the  Barisan,  the  government 
associated Chinese culture with pro-China sympathies, and thus with 
Communism.  (Kuo  1996:  302)  Both  to  attack  purported  Chinese 
Communism and to  attract  international  capital  through the  use  of 
English, the PAP in the 1970s systematically destroyed the network of 
Chinese schools which would have been the carriers of Chinese culture 
(Englehart 2000: 556). These PAP actions exaggerated an ongoing trend: 
whereas  before  the  1950s  students  in  Chinese-stream  schools 
outnumbered English- stream students by almost two to one, by 1954 
the enrollments had become about equal. With the PAP’s promotion of 
English,  by  1978  English-stream  students  outnumbered  Chinese-
stream students by nine to one (Hill and Lian 1995: 81).
In addition, the PAP government of the ‘60s and ‘70s encouraged 
“rugged individualism” among its citizens. Then-finance minister Goh 
Keng Swee had argued that the extended family system could obstruct 
growth because it would discourage hard work for people to share the 
fruits of their labours with family members. (Chua 1995: 27) Eddie Kuo 
(1987:  9)  notes  further  that  the  government  “had  to  attack”  some 
traditional values “essential to the Confucian family institution” (such 
as preference for a large family) in order to promote family planning. 
The new public  housing worked around such a principle:  it  isolated 
nuclear  families  from  their  extended  families  and  community  life 
(Tremewan 1994:  50).  The  PAP had,  in  short,  attacked the  Chinese 
cultural traditions that it would later claim to promote.
III. Crisis
In this chapter I trace the development of the conflict between 
accumulation and legitimation in the newly independent states of India 
and Singapore. I attempt to show how the Congress in India and the 
PAP  in  Singapore  tried  to  “modernize”  their  economies  in  order  to 
secure  both  accumulation  and  legitimation,  and  describe  how  this 
seemed increasingly difficult as the years went by and the old means of 
legitimation became more expensive in the face of new pressures for 
accumulation. 
As noted in the introduction, a key difference between India and 
Singapore is that India is a liberal democracy, while Singapore is not. 
Where  the PAP has long been able  to  secure  votes by coercion and 
monopoly,  the Congress never had this  luxury,  nor did other Indian 
parties that came to power. Therefore, the governments of the two states 
had to perceive declining legitimacy quite  differently.  Where in India 
discontent was manifested in riots, calls for military action and a long-
dominant party being ousted from power, Singapore had a few labour 
actions and the election of an opposition MP. These events presented a 
notable change from what had gone on before, however, which ruling 
parties in both countries saw as a sign of an eroding system legitimacy.
Diminishing caste authority
At  the  local  level,  projects  of  the  Congress  government  helped 
erode the traditional hierarchy of northern and western India. Over the 
past fifty years, Dumont’s five aspects of caste dominance (see  page ) 
declined in importance or were taken over by lower castes.
A.R.  Kamat  (1979:  350)  described the  economic  agenda of  the 
Indian  state  at  independence  in  1947  as  a  “programme  for  the 
advancement  of  capitalism...  but  interspersed  with  a  few  welfarish 
features going under the name of  socialism or socialistic pattern,  to 
propitiate the Left-oriented intelligentsia and the working class.” It was, 
in other words, an attempt at both accumulation and legitimation. And 
a chief effect of this agenda, I want to argue, was to diminish the power 
of  the  various  forms  of  upper-caste  dominance  (as  described  by 
Dumont).
A  key  ingredient  in  both  legitimation  and  (at  least  at  first) 
accumulation  was  land  reform.  Of  several  attempted  land  reform 
programs, the only one which can be considered in any way successful 
was the Zamindari Abolition program that took place in the early 1950s. 
Zamindari  Abolition’s  success  was  uneven  but  real.  The  zamindari 
system,  introduced  by  the  British  colonists,  granted  hereditary  and 
transferable  property rights over large landholdings to tax collectors, 
who  became  landholders  known  as  zamindars (Lele  1981:  40).  The 
zamindari system had existed mainly in northern India; as a result, the 
southern states were relatively unaffected. (Frankel 1978: 190)
The  zamindars were  the  official,  often  absentee,  landlords,  of 
dominant castes, who mediated the relations of provincial governments 
to villages. Their  middle- and lower-caste tenants, known by various 
names (such as jotedars), would till large tracts of the zamindars’ land. 
Where it was successful, Zamindari Abolition transferred control of the 
land from the  zamindars to  jotedar-type tenants, and transformed “a 
three-tier structure of domination involving the provincial government, 
zamindars,  and  village-level  jotedars into  essentially  a  two-tiered 
structure of government and jotedars.” (Kohli 1989: 407-8) 
Land  records  had  never  been  precise  or  accurate,  making  it 
difficult to establish exactly how much land changed hands, although 
the  government’s  Planning  Commission  believed  the  number  was 
substantial  (Frankel  1978:  191-2).  Ethnographic  studies  show 
considerable  results  for  the  1954  reform  in  Rajasthan:  in  Devisar 
village, Rajputs owned 84% of the land before the abolition of jagirdari5 
tenures, but only 29% after the abolition; most of the land had gone to 
the Jat, Kumavat and Ahir middle castes (Mendelsohn 1993: 812). Zoya 
Hasan (1989: 179) argues that although implementation of Zamindari 
Abolition reform was “half-hearted”, it nevertheless helped many former 
tenants (generally lower- and middle-caste) to become independent of 
their  (dominant  caste)  landlords,  and  to  mobilize  politically.  In  the 
north,  Zamindari  Abolition  diminished  (though  of  course  it  did  not 
eliminate) the “eminent right over land” that is Dumont’s first criterion 
of caste dominance.
Later  attempts  to  limit  the  wealth  of  jotedars and  southern 
landlords by passing land-ceiling legislation were not successful. The 
party announced the principle of imposing ceilings on land holdings in 
1953, but most states did not pass enabling legislation until 1960 or 
1961, giving landowners ample time to arrange partitions and transfers 
of  holdings  that  would  escape  any  new  laws.  In  many  states,  the 
5Rajasthan’s land tenure system was known as  jagirdari rather 
than  zamindari,  so  the  reform  there  was  known  as  Jagirdari 
Abolition, but the landholding system and the attempt to reform 
it were the same as elsewhere.
ceilings  proposed  were  high  enough  to  “defeat  the  aims  of  the 
legislation”, in the Planning Commission’s words; the vast majority of 
tenants held land from an owner with a holding below the official ceiling 
level.  (Frankel  1978:  192)  Nevertheless,  the  effects  of  Zamindari 
Abolition on some middle- and lower-caste peasants were real, lasting 
and important.
Several other government programs, Kamat’s “welfarish features”, 
provided lower castes with more economic opportunities. Under Indira 
Gandhi  in  the  early  1970s,  some  small  and  marginal  farmers  and 
landless  labourers  — by  and large  in  the  lower  castes  —  received 
subsidized  loans  from  cooperatives  or  nationalized  banks.  (Frankel 
1978:  522)  In  a  1971  program  called  the  Crash  Scheme  for  Rural 
Employment, Uttar Pradesh was allotted 70 million rupees to provide a 
job to at least one member of each family with a monthly income of 100 
rupees  or  less.  The  scheme  gave  lower  castes  (especially  Dalits) 
alternatives to their traditional subordination to landlords, as did the 
establishment of minimum wages (Hasan 1989: 189-91).
Education  has  also  provided  a  way  for  Dalits  to  secure 
employment. At independence, the Dalit leader Ambedkar had secured 
a  policy  of  reservations  (affirmative  action)  for  Dalits,  guaranteeing 
them a  certain  number  of  seats  in  government  and  places  in  post-
secondary education (Dirks 1997: 597-9). Stern (1993: 82) notes that so 
far education has tended “to create an untouchable bourgeoisie rather 
than to raise the general socio-economic level of scheduled castes”, but 
that it has nevertheless done a great deal to reduce the salience of caste 
as  a  basis  for  dominance.  Thus  Dumont’s  second  criterion  of 
dominance, the power of employment, lost much of its effectiveness. 
Also diminished was the third criterion, the power of justice, since 
the passing of the Indian Constitution made caste  panchayats “legally 
redundant” (Karanth 1996: 89-90). The fifth, connection with royalty, 
was reduced as the power of royalty in the country was itself reduced. 
In some parts of India, such as Rajasthan, rulers of old princely states 
had retained a good deal of power and independence even under the 
British. At independence this was reduced to a system of “privy purses” 
through which the old rulers received sums of compensation from the 
federal government; even these were abolished in the 1970s (Narain and 
Mathur 1978: 21).
Dumont’s  fourth  criterion,  political  monopoly,  was  weakened 
considerably by two factors. First, the rising rich peasants of the middle 
and lower OBC castes have been able to organize politically. They have 
supported a variety of different parties, but whether within Congress or 
outside it, they have clashed with the upper and other dominant castes. 
(See  the  next  section.)  Second,  Dalits  too  had  been  able  to  form  a 
“small, but highly vocal” political leadership as a result of reservations. 
(Sheth  1999:  2507)  Caste  consciousness  was  heightened  by  the 
recommendations of the Mandal Commission (see glossary), proposed in 
the early 1980s but implemented only in 1990 under the National Front 
government (see page ), that OBCs also receive reservations. 
Stern (1993: 26) points out that political  participation of  lower 
castes  has  a  strong  effect  on  ritual  status  as  well,  affecting  even 
commensal relations: “High jati politicians who would win the votes of 
their lowest jati constituents must woo them over tea. Untouchable jati 
ministers, and there are many of them, expect invitations to dine from 
twice-born favor seekers.” 
In addition to facing these challenges to their rural hegemony, the 
dominant castes also became increasingly urban, and caste had less 
significance in urban areas. As well as their landholdings, dominant-
caste families often came to own urban businesses. They also often sent 
their  children  to  be  educated  at  urban  universities  and  join  the 
professions. (Desai 1999: 704) Lower-caste households, too, have come 
to  benefit  from “an  enormous  growth  in  the  number  and  variety  of 
urban occupations and their accessibility to villagers.” (Stern 1993: 37)
With all  these shifts — both shifts within the countryside and 
shifts toward the cities — the traditional ritual implications of caste are 
lost so much that the description of caste “as a system of ritual status 
hierarchy  has  lost  theoretical  meaning.”   (Sheth  1999:  2505)  Oliver 
Mendelsohn (1993: 808)  claims that  “innumerable conversations and 
interviews  I  have  had  over  the  years  with  untouchables  and  other 
persons in many different regions” convey irrefutably that “low caste 
and even untouchable villagers are now less beholden to their economic 
and ritual superiors than is suggested in older accounts.” As examples, 
he suggests that “untouchable women are less at the sexual beck-and-
call of local magnates than they used to be”, and that untouchable boys 
who have left villages to go to college will no longer accord high-caste 
men the ritual deference they once gave, such as squatting in the dust 
before them.  
For Mendelsohn (1993: 807), “land and authority have been de-
linked in village India” to the point that the concept of the dominant 
caste no longer has a meaning at all. The old leadership exercised by 
the dominant castes is thus no longer present, as:
caste survives, but as a kinship-based cultural community, 
not as a status group of the ritual hierarchy.... The ritually 
determined  vertical  relationship  of  statuses,  which 
encouraged harmony and co-operation among castes, has 
got transformed into that of horizontally competing, often 
conflicting power  blocs,  each constituted of  a  number of 
castes occupying different statuses across traditional local 
hierarchies. (Sheth 1999: 2508)
In other words, caste as a traditional ritually legitimating ideology 
has lost much of  its force because of changes in the composition of 
ruling groups as well as the rejection among subordinates. But this is 
certainly not to say that caste has become irrelevant, for:
upper caste individuals entering the middle class have at 
their  disposal  the  resources  that  were  attached  to  the 
status of their caste in the traditional hierarchy.  Similarly 
for  lower  caste  members,  lacking  in  traditional  status 
resources, their entry into the middle class is facilitated by 
the modern-legal provisions like affirmative action to which 
they are entitled by virtue of  their low traditional status. 
(Sheth 1999: 2509)
Thomas  Blom  Hansen  discusses  the  resulting  contemporary 
meaning  of  caste,  as  it  emerged  in  his  interviews  with  upper-caste 
families in Pune and Kalwa in Maharashtra: most now stated that caste 
was a thing of  the past,  but still  frequently spoke in terms of  caste 
somewhat  more  covertly,  “as  remarks  in  passing  on  the  essential 
character  of  certain  other  caste  groups,  on  cleanliness,  on  the 
‘atmosphere’  of  an  area,  and  so  on.”  (Hansen  1999:  145)  Ashutosh 
Varshney (2000: 12) notes that the English-language press in India, in 
general,  makes  similar  comments  about  “plebeian”  politics  in  recent 
years: that the language of politics has become more “coarse” and the 
style more “rough”, or that men of “dubious provenance” have taken 
over  electoral  politics,  for  example.  While  some  of  these  comments 
about politics may certainly refer to increases in corruption, I think they 
are likely also often code for the lower castes’ increasing assertiveness. 
The growth of  the BJP in the  past  twenty  years has  come with the 
simultaneous growth of Dalit and OBC political parties — and of violent 
acts against Dalits, which increased by 23.4% between 1981 and 1991 
(Devi 2000: 49). 
I submit that Hindutva is the political expression of a new form of 
caste ideology. For traditional upper caste members who have emerged 
as capitalist property owners, the old idiom of hereditary caste divisions 
as divinely sanctioned would be difficult to sustain. What replaces it is 
an  ideology  that  stresses  the  unity  of  “Hindu”  society  of  all  castes, 
allowing the kind of sublimated caste rhetoric that Hansen describes 
and  preventing  an  organized  challenge  along  caste  lines  to  the  real 
inequalities that continue to exist between caste groups. 
I  think  that  the  idea  of  a  caste  basis  of  Hindutva  also  helps 
explain its regional variations.  The most enthusiastic to embrace the 
Hindu cause have been the Brahmins and Banias,  and to a slightly 
lesser extent the Rajputs, all dominant in much of the north and west. 
The rising groups, the rich and middle peasants, have in those areas 
come  from  middle  castes  like  Jats  and  Yadavs  which  were  not 
traditionally  dominant.  In  the  south,  on  the  other  hand, the  castes 
dominant  in  rural  areas  before  independence,  such  as  Reddys  and 
Nairs, have ritually been considered Shudras (Varshney 2000: 11). So 
while  many  of  the  post-independence  changes  described  here  — 
urbanization and employment opportunities, for example — have also 
taken place in the south, they have not produced the kind of large-scale 
challenge to rural upper-caste dominance that occurred in the north, 
because  upper-caste  dominance  was  not  present  even  before  these 
changes (Washbrook 1989). Thus, on one hand, the southern dominant 
castes have less need for Hindutva as a way of preventing challenges to 
their authority. On the other, they are suspicious of a Brahmin-centred 
Hindutva movement aimed at the control of northern groups that are 
ritually Shudra like themselves.
Decline of the Congress
The  Congress’s  programs  for  legitimation  in  the  countryside 
began, by the early 1960s, to run afoul of the need for accumulation. 
Agricultural productivity showed few signs of increase, partially because 
of the failure to implement land reforms beyond Zamindari Abolition; 
the country’s overall rate of GDP growth was scarcely higher than its 
rate of population growth. The country could only pay for its five-year 
plans by means of large deficits. A costly military conflict with China in 
1962 worsened the budgetary situation further. (Frankel 1978: 214-17)
For these reasons, government spending on egalitarian programs 
soon began to decline. (Frankel 1978: 239-40) The retreat from social 
welfare accelerated with the death of its key advocate, Prime Minister 
Nehru, in 1964. (Frankel 1978: 246-7) 
At the same time, the rise of  the rich peasants in middle and 
lower castes had begun to threaten the Congress system in the north.6 
A  prominent  Uttar  Pradesh  Congress  politician,  Charan  Singh,  had 
begun advocating increased privileges for the peasantry, which did not 
sit  well  with  many  upper-caste  Congress  leaders.  One  of  these, 
6In the south, by contrast, the rural dominant castes had already 
been  middle  castes  with  relatively  large  proportions  of  rich 
peasants (see page ).
Sampurnanand,  argued  for  a  “continuation  of  the  upper  classes 
coalition in the Congress which will ensure its influence in rural areas”. 
(quoted in Hasan 1989: 177) Manor (1990: 72) notes that the increasing 
self-assertion  of  non-dominant  groups  meant  that  “[i]nterest  groups 
crystallized  and  came  increasingly  into  conflict,  so  that  it  became 
harder to operate a political machine that could cater to every organized 
interest, as Congress had very nearly done in the Nehru years.”
Nehru’s  death  exacerbated  the  difficulties  of  factionalism, 
because his skill at negotiation had helped hold the patronage network 
together and mediate between its various factions. His successors, Lal 
Bahadur Shastri and then Nehru’s daughter Indira Gandhi (in 1965), 
had considerably  more difficulty.  In the two years leading up to the 
1967  federal  election,  more  than  20%  of  all  legislators  in  the  nine 
largest states changed their party affiliation at least once (Lele 1981: 
153).
Largely as a result of the factional infighting and defections, the 
Congress lost 77 seats in the 1967 elections, although it still clung to a 
narrow  majority.  These  seats  included  those  of  several  Syndicate 
members. (Frankel 1978: 356) Charan Singh worsened the Congress’s 
troubles by leaving shortly afterwards to form a new party called the 
Bharatiya Kranti Dal or BKD (Hasan 1989: 180).
The poor electoral showing threw the Syndicate into disarray, and 
Indira7 took this opportunity to confront it. Dominant-caste Syndicate 
leaders had chosen her as party leader (and thus prime minister) in 
1966 with the expectation that she would be a transitional figure (Lele 
7It is conventional to refer to Indira Gandhi and her relatives by 
their first names, to distinguish them from each other (and from 
the Mahatma, who was unrelated to them.)
1994: 47-8). But with the Syndicate weakened, she was able to bypass 
it  and consolidate the party around her personal leadership, so that 
positions  in  all  levels  of  the  Congress  organization  were  “filled  by 
appointment from above rather than by election from below.” (Manor 
1990: 70) She secured enough allies to retain control of the process, 
since as prime minister she retained final decision-making power over 
patronage (Lele 1981: 151-2).
Indira’s actions eventually led to a split in the Congress, with the 
Syndicate  leading  a  party  called  the  Congress(O),  for  Organization, 
while Indira was in charge of the Congress(R), for Requisition (Frankel 
1978: 429). She turned for support in the new party to an increasingly 
vocal  group  of  younger  socialist  radicals  from the  former  Congress. 
(Frankel 1978: 389) As a result, in the 1971 election the two parties 
split on left-right ideological lines; the Congress(O) allied with the Jan 
Sangh while Indira’s Congress(R) ran on a campaign slogan of  garibi  
hatao,  “get  rid  of  poverty”.  The  Congress(R)  attempted  to  leave  the 
dominant castes out and form a new political coalition of lower castes 
(especially  Dalits)  and  Muslims.  The  Congress(R)  platform  was  also 
strongly  tied  to  Indira’s  personal  image  as  a  symbol  of  change, 
distributing millions of posters and badges imprinted with her picture. 
Indira personalized the conflict, repeating the slogan: “Some people say, 
get rid of Indira. I say, get rid of poverty.” (Frankel 1978: 452-4)
Indira’s new strategy paid off handsomely in the 1971 election. 
The Congress(R) received a larger share (43%) of the 1971 vote than the 
entire undivided Congress had received in 1967 (40.7%). The undivided 
Congress had won 283 seats in 1967, of which 221 remained loyal to 
the Congress(R)  at dissolution of parliament in 1970; in the ensuing 
election, the Congress(R) won 350 seats. (Frankel 1978: 455-6) 
But  any  mood of  triumph in  the  party  did  not  last.  Attempts 
Indira  made  to  implement  a  garibi  hatao strategy  ran  into  similar 
difficulties to those her father had faced, but Indira’s commitment to 
poverty alleviation was weaker than his. The most successful policies 
she implemented were largely symbolic,  such as the abolition of  the 
privy  purses  (see  p.   and  glossary).  Indira’s  government  tried  to 
introduce  stronger  land-ceiling  legislation,  but  this  again  contained 
numerous loopholes, and its effect was limited by the partitions and 
transfers of holdings that had taken place to avoid the first round of 
ceiling  legislation.  The  government  also  attempted  a  scheme  to 
distribute food grains publicly, but smuggling was widespread enough 
to  negate  its  benefits.  (Frankel  1978:  506-8)  Budgetary  deficits 
continued to increase, exacerbated by the 1971 war with Pakistan, a 
1972  drought,  and  the  1973  oil  price  shock.  (Frankel  1978:  514) 
Prabhat Patnaik (1992: 188) argues that in the period after 1971, “over 
large tracts of the country the bulk of the agricultural population got 
impoverished in absolute terms.”
Thus the welfare-state mode of legitimation continued to run into 
many of  the difficulties  described  by Habermas,  even though it  was 
based on rural rather than urban-industrial  programs. Moreover, the 
decline of the old dominant-caste patronage system produced its own 
difficulties.  The  new  party  officials  (including  state  chief  ministers) 
whom Indira appointed owed their position entirely to her; they were 
often political “outsiders” with no base of support to rely on. The new 
Congress had neither its old dominant-caste intermediaries to deliver 
the  peasant  vote  nor  a  grassroots  organization  to  generate  funds 
through small donations. So it instead came to depend increasingly on 
“black money” — contributions from smugglers (in exchange for political  
protection)  and large  business  houses  (by  threatening  to  nationalize 
them otherwise). (Frankel 1978: 475-6) Because of these difficulties, the 
Congress lost a number of  byelections in 1973. These defeats called 
Indira’s popularity into question. (Frankel 1978: 518)
Further difficulties were on the horizon. In early January 1974, 
students in Ahmedabad, Gujarat, protested rising food prices by setting 
fire to the college canteen and attacking the rector’s house. The chief 
minister  called  in  riot  police,  and  several  fights  between  police  and 
students  ensued.  In  solidarity  with  the  students,  the  unions  of 
Ahmedabad’s city and state employees called a general strike that shut 
the city down. Looting, arson and full-scale riots ensued, which soon 
spread elsewhere in the state. (Frankel 1978: 524-5) The protest forced 
Indira to dissolve Gujarat’s state assembly (Frankel 1978: 526-7).
The Gujarat uprising considerably deepened mistrust between the 
Congress and opposition groups, and eliminated any sense of shared 
consensus between them. Congress leaders accused their opponents of 
working  towards  a  fascist  dictatorship;  senior  opposition  leaders 
accused the prime minister of using police powers to bring the country 
toward  authoritarian  rule.  “Each  side”,  in  Frankel’s  words,  “became 
convinced  that  the  other  would  no  longer  abide  by  the  rules  of 
democratic politics.” (Frankel 1978: 527)
Opposition  forces  across  the  political  spectrum,  from  the  Jan 
Sangh  to  the  Communists,  began  in  1974  to  coalesce  around  the 
popular  figure  of  Jayaprakash  (JP)  Narayan.  An  aging  hero  of  the 
independence  movement,  Narayan  had  spent  the  years  since 
independence attempting to implement Mohandas Gandhi’s principles 
of sarvodaya (non-violent social transformation based on voluntary gifts 
of  land  from  the  rich  to  the  poor).  The  sarvodaya movement  had 
generally failed to accomplish its goals8, and this failure had convinced 
JP of the need for more radical change. He proclaimed the goal of “an 
allround revolution, political, economic, social, educational, moral and 
cultural.”  (Frankel  1978:  532)  The  “JP  Movement”  demanded  the 
removal of the state ministry in Bihar, which it considered corrupt, and 
allied  with  student  agitators  in  the  state  as  they  began  a  similar 
uprising  to  the  Gujarati  one.  JP  attracted  unprecedented  crowds  to 
rallies, making him an inspiring figure for the disparate groups opposed 
to  Congress  rule  that  wished  to  form a  united  alternative.  (Frankel 
1978: 533-4)
Civil disobedience, riots, widespread suspicion of the democratic 
system — Indira had more than enough reasons to perceive a crisis in 
the legitimacy of the Congress under her leadership. And the signs of 
discontent reached a breaking point on 12 June 1975, when a judge of 
the  Allahabad  High  Court  ruled  that  Indira  was  guilty  of  “corrupt 
practices”  under  Indian  election  law.  In  the  campaign  for  her 
constituency  in  1971,  the  judge  said,  Indira  had  authorized  a 
government  administrative  officer  to  carry  out  election  work  for  her 
8 There  were  several  reasons  for  sarvodaya’s  failure,  many  of 
them connected with the actions of the state. Srivastava (1986: 
285)  suggests  that  Gandhi’s  vision  of  self-reliant  egalitarian 
communities was incompatible with the structures of a modern 
nation-state, focused around planning, industrialization, market 
production and monetary income.  He suggests  further that,  in 
supporting the sarvodaya programs, the Indian state had actually 
managed  to  co-opt  them  and  use  them  for  purposes  of 
accumulation instead.
campaign while he was still working for the government, and also used 
the  services  of  local  officials  in  her  campaign  rallies;  these  were 
considered corrupt and illegal. This ruling invalidated her election as an 
MP and would have disallowed her from holding any elected office for 
the  following  six  years;  without  a  seat  in  Parliament,  Indira  could 
continue as prime minister for only six more months. And as a further 
blow to Indira, on the same day, an alliance of four opposition parties — 
the Jan Sangh, the Congress (O) and two socialist parties — defeated 
the Congress in a Gujarat state election.  (Frankel 1978: 539-40) In a 
massive Delhi rally on 25 June, Narayan announced a joint plan of the 
opposition  parties  to  hold  a  nationwide  satyagraha (Gandhian 
nonviolent resistance protest) to demand Indira’s resignation (Frankel 
1978: 543). He even asked the army to oust her in a coup (Vanaik 1990: 
93). Here, I think, the signs of a crisis in Indira’s legitimacy were as 
clear as could be, and the Congress party had become so closely tied to 
her personality that its legitimacy was equally implicated.
The  night  of  25  June,  Indira  took  action.  She  signed  a 
proclamation declaring a nationwide state of emergency, and by 6:00 
the next morning, the major opposition leaders had been arrested. At 
8:00 AM she explained her decision on All India Radio as a response to 
“the deep seated and widespread conspiracy which has been brewing” 
to unseat her. (Frankel 1978: 545) The declaration of emergency, she 
said,  was  necessary  to  “save  the  country  from  chaos  and  total 
breakdown”  (quoted  in  Vanaik  1990:  93).  Without  Indira  and  her 
Congress, it seemed, the country would enter “total breakdown”. The 
Congress party president,  D.K. Barooah, expressed this sentiment in 
his slogan “Indira is India and India is Indira” (quoted in Frankel 1978: 
541-2). A crisis for the Congress was a crisis for India.
During  the  Emergency  period  (1975-77),  Indira  also  imposed 
heavy constraints on civil  liberties,  banning the publication of  many 
periodicals  and  allowing  further  arbitrary  preventive  detention  (Zins 
1989:  156-60).  Moreover,  she  liberalized  the  Indian  economy 
considerably. The government liberalized investment policy, relaxed the 
system of  licenses  for  the  production  of  consumer  goods,  weakened 
anti-monopoly  legislation,  encouraged  foreign  investment  and  more. 
(Zins 1989: 154)
On 18 January 1977, Indira ended the Emergency and called a 
new election, simultaneously releasing political detainees and relaxing 
press censorship. This gave the opposition a major disadvantage: it had 
only fifty days to organize and recover from a period where repression 
had made opposition political activity very difficult. The election looked 
like  one  that  Indira  could  win  —  but  she  didn’t.  Disgust  at  the 
Emergency  tactics  ran  high  enough  for  opposition  politicians  of  all 
stripes  — Congress(O),  the  Communist  Parties,  the  Jan  Sangh  and 
others — to unite as the Janata Party. This party won a resounding 
two-thirds  majority  in  parliament,  giving  the  Congress  its  first-ever 
national defeat. (Frankel 1978: 570-3) 
The  old  post-independence  “Congress  system”,  already  largely 
gone  under  Indira,  was  now  officially  dead.  But  it  had  been  the 
foundation  of  India’s  political  structure,  the  preeminent  means  by 
which  the  Indian  government  had secured  legitimation.  What  would 
replace it?
The PAP perceives declining legitimacy
Given  Singapore’s  authoritarian  political  environment,  any 
protest  that  could  emerge  would  necessarily  be  muted,  especially 
relative to more open countries like India.  But by the late ‘70s, the 
people of Singapore, both working and middle class, seemed to show 
signs of an increasing level of assertiveness. A key figure was the labour 
leader  Phey  Yew  Kok,  who  by  1979  had  emerged  as  the  head  of 
Singapore’s two largest unions, the “omnibus unions” known by their 
acronyms SILO and PIEU, with a strong grassroots support behind him. 
Phey had reportedly vowed to challenge the PAP-appointed Lim Chee 
Onn  as  head  of  the  National  Trades  Union  Congress  (NTUC),  the 
umbrella  organization  for  labour  groups  (Rodan  1989:  157). 
Remembering the former power of the unions in the old PAP and the 
Barisan, the government saw this as a threat; in late 1979, it charged 
Phey with six counts of criminal breach of trust and contravention of 
the Trade Union Act — a tactic similar to those it would use on elected 
opposition members in the ensuing decades — and he fled the country 
(Smith 1982: 58-9).
Although  Phey  did  not  directly  challenge  the  government,  his 
building of a power base independent of the PAP offered unprecedented 
potential for such a challenge.  Within a year, in 1980, a middle-class 
union presented a more direct challenge, in the form of a work-to-rule 
campaign by the Singapore International Air Pilot’s Association (Rodan 
1989:  159),  resisting  the  government’s  “nonconfrontational”  labour 
policy.
In  February  1981,  First  Deputy  Minister  Goh  Keng  Swee 
suggested  that  teachers’  unions  change  themselves  into  professional 
associations, because “the need to strike had not, does not and will not 
arise, nor the occasion to do so be allowed to happen”. In the following 
month, new membership in the Singapore Teachers’ Union doubled. A 
union official argued this membership increase was because teachers 
now saw the  need for  a  union and a  show of  solidarity  after  Goh’s 
speech. (Wong 1983: 268)
Shortly  afterwards,  on  May  Day  in  1981,  Lee  remarked  in  a 
speech  that  “The  Singaporean  is  an  individual  achiever.  The 
Singaporean must now learn to be a team achiever.”  This remark is 
often cited as an example of the government’s desire to “curb the urge 
to  self-gratification  without  concern  for  other  people”  (Hill  and  Lian 
1995: 201). But it is well worth noting the context in which Lee made 
this remark:
Workers’  interests  and  their  children’s  future  are  not 
advanced by more strikes and go-slows to squeeze more out 
of  the  employers.  The  time  has  come  for  us  to  make  a 
qualitative change in work attitudes. The Singaporean is an 
individual achiever. The Singaporean must now learn to be 
a team achiever. He must realize that he achieves more for 
himself  by working smoothly in a team to help the team 
succeed.  (Quoted in Kwok 1983: 80)
I  think  that  Lee’s  speech  sheds  a  new  light  on  standard, 
sympathetic explanations of  the promotion of  Confucianism, such as 
this  one:  “the  government  began  to  be  concerned  with  the  adverse 
effects  of  heightened individualism,  leading –  as it  believed –  to  the 
erosion of moral and ethical values on the one hand and on the other to 
the  loss  of  cultural  identity.”  (Tham  1989:  482)  When  reading  the 
government’s explanations of its promotion of Confucianism (and later 
“Asian values”) one is struck by two features: on one hand, continued 
denunciation  of   “individualism”  and  “materialism”  (nearly  always 
associated with the West), and on the other, a marked lack of specific 
examples  of  this  individualism  or  of  the  “moral  and  ethical  values” 
whose decline it is supposed to imply. I think Lee’s speech suggests why 
such examples are often lacking: by individualism, Lee refers to people 
demanding  a  fairer  share  of  Singapore’s  prosperous  but  unequal 
economy. 
Notably,  Lee  also  argued  strongly  against  public  welfare 
provisions  in  this  speech,  insisting  that  “any  public  welfare  system 
which  protects  everyone  against  all  risks  of  hardship  or  deprivation 
must  inevitably bring  about  a  decline  in  effort  and in productivity.” 
(Quoted in Kwok 1983: 79) According to Rodan (1989: 163), this was 
“the first indication that he had become concerned about the extent of 
Singapore’s own welfare programmes.”
Why this concern? The government was becoming less effective at 
providing subsidized public housing, so often trumpeted as a sign of its 
economic success. Housing prices increased dramatically between 1979 
and 1982, at a rate between 15% and 38% (Pugh 1989: 849). And why 
were prices rising? The housing program had become, to some extent at 
least, a victim of its own success. Private housing — which had had 
several  advantages  for  its  inhabitants,  even  in  the  “slums”  —  had 
become  nonexistent,  except  for  the  rich  (Tremewan  1994:  50-3). 
Without private housing available, the government was now obligated to 
meet  all new housing demand. And since homelessness would pose a 
severe challenge to a legitimacy that rested on the provision of housing, 
the Housing Development Board could not evict people with nowhere 
else to go. Since those who fell into arrears on rent could not be evicted, 
the  government  faced  increasingly  large  (though  unpublicized)  costs 
from  arrears  (Hill  and  Lian  1995:  129).  One  government  minister 
admitted that “the construction sector today is overheated” (Tan 1982: 
66).
The  world  recession  of  the  early  ‘80s  further  complicated  the 
government’s  ability  to  provide  services.  On  the  first  day  of  1982, 
Singapore’s largest manufacturer of refrigerators and air conditioners 
retrenched 138 of its 170 production workers because of weak domestic 
and  overseas  demand;  in  general,  Singapore  businesses  expected 
reduced business in 1982 because of the world recession. (Chiew 1983: 
249) This reduction would, no doubt, diminish tax revenue.
The clearest sign of protest yet also emerged a few months before 
the government began the Confucianism campaign. In October 1981 the 
Workers’  Party  candidate,  Joshua  Benjamin  Jeyaretnam,  won  a 
byelection  in  the  low-income,  working-class  constituency  of  Anson, 
becoming the first opposition member of Parliament since 1968. [Rodan 
1989: 166-7)
The PAP leadership reacted to its loss of a single seat with the 
kind of soul-searching analysis that one might normally associate with 
a party that lost the whole government. On 17 November, Lee made a 
long speech about the Anson byelection to a meeting of PAP MPs. A 
month later,  the speech was published as a three-part  series  in the 
Straits Times newspaper, getting front-page billing each day.
Lee claimed in the speech that “it is an unfortunate misadventure 
to have lost Anson”, although “it may not be without several blessings.” 
(Lee 1981a) He explained further what a shock Jeyaretnam’s election 
had been: 
It is painful to suffer the jolt of PAP’s first by-election defeat 
in  15  years  since  1966.  I  have  seen  the  by-election 
committee after the defeat. They have been through a minor 
trauma. They will be none the worse for it.... They will learn 
to persuade people. For Singapore to survive, Singaporeans 
have to face troubles together, to overcome them together, 
and to achieve a better life for all. (Lee 1981b)
He then outlined the way in which he felt  an opposition could 
pose a threat to the system:
There  is  a  younger  generation  that  has  not  known  real 
hardship.  Some  of  them  believe,  perhaps  sincerely,  that 
Singapore  needs  an  opposition....  In  the  next  few  years, 
they will learn that an opposition, if we are lucky, makes no 
difference  to  good  government.  Unfortunately,  they  may 
well discover, at great cost, that if we are unlucky, like most 
developing countries, an opposition can make for confusion 
by raising false expectations of unattainable benefits from 
greater  welfare  spending,  as  in  Britain  and  in  so  many 
Third World countries. Instead of sound planning and hard 
work  to  achieve  the  progress  of  these  countries,  these 
opposition groups raise false hopes of easy giveaways from 
an imaginary pie. (Lee 1981b)
Such opposition demands for  welfare spending,  Lee  continued, 
had caused “bedlam and chaos” in India and Sri Lanka. He cited the 
invoking of emergency powers by Indira Gandhi, as well as Sri Lankan 
President Jayewardene. (Lee 1981b)
Jeyaretnam, then, was seen as a major threat to the legitimacy of 
the PAP and the Singapore political  system,  despite  the  lack of  any 
other opposition MPs in Parliament. I think the PAP’s reaction to his 
election should be seen in the context of  the labour unrest  and the 
difficulties with housing provision in the years immediately preceding 
his  election.  PAP  leaders  had  been  worried  that  their  legitimacy 
depended on services that  were increasingly difficult  to provide;  and 
now,  they  felt,  they  knew  for  sure.  Lee  (1981a,  1981b)  identified 
housing issues as the major reason for the PAP’s election loss.
The PAP soon tightened political control over the media, which it 
had  perceived  as  sympathetic  to  Jeyaretnam.  In  February  1982  it 
appointed S.R. Nathan, a longtime PAP civil servant and former Defence 
Ministry Chief Secretary, to head the Straits Times Press corporation. 
Shortly  afterwards  it  merged  the  two  Chinese  presses  into  a  single 
holding company; in 1984 it would merge this company together with 
the Straits Times Press. (Rodan 1989: 168-9)
Jeyaretnam  himself  was  subjected  to  a  long  campaign  of 
persecution.  In  the  three  years  after  Jeyaretnam’s  election  the  PAP 
government charged him with breach of parliamentary privilege, making 
false  statements  about  party  accounts,  and  fraud.  He  was  fined 
multiple times for these, and ultimately served a prison sentence, which 
disqualified him from running for Parliament for five years. He was also 
disbarred  as  a  lawyer,  until  an  appeal  to  the  British  Privy  Council 
reinstated him; shortly after this, Parliament amended the constitution 
to abolish appeals to the Privy Council. When Jeyaretnam questioned 
the independence of the judiciary in 1986 — hardly unreasonable given 
what he was going through — Lee described his comments as “totally 
treasonable”, and the government pressed further charges against him 
for libel. (Tremewan 1994: 206-8)
In addition, the PAP appointed two of its own MPs to “take care of 
the problems faced by the people of Anson.” PAP sources quoted in the 
Straits Times claimed that this appointment was “to demonstrate to the 
residents that they have not been deserted by the PAP”, adding that this 
was “in line with the party’s campaign to win back Anson.”  The Times 
article  reported  with  some bemusement  that  Anson  residents  would 
“soon  enjoy  the  distinction  of  being  the  only  group  of  voters  in 
Singapore  to  be  served  by  three  MPs.”  (Osman 1981)  This  action,  I 
think,  also demonstrates the lack of distinction between system and 
party — only PAP MPs could deal with constituents’ concerns within the 
PAP’s  system,  so  if  the  constituents  wouldn’t  elect  a  PAP  MP 
themselves, they needed to have one assigned.
The party responded to voter concerns on the housing issue by 
reducing its increases in housing prices in the following years. But it 
felt this was not enough. It expected a shortfall  in land available for 
housing, further stretching its ability to provide that service. So surely 
it is unlikely a coincidence that one of the key Confucian virtues the 
government  promoted  was  filial  piety  —  and  that  one  of  the  key 
measures of filial piety for it was supporting one’s parents by allowing 
them to move in. “Anyone brought up in the Confucianist tradition”, 
said Lee (1982), “will be ashamed to let his or her old parents live by 
themselves  in  loneliness  and  desolation.”  Workers’  supporting  their 
parents  took  on  added  significance  in  the  face  of  the  “greying  of 
Singapore”,  a  demographic  trend  familiar  to  the  West:  population 
projections  indicated  that  people  60  and  over,  less  than  7% of  the 
Singapore population in 1980, would make up 10.3% of the population 
in 2000 and 22.2% by 2030 (Mattar 1982: 104).
But there was a larger issue at work in promoting Confucianism. 
Other services, such as health care, were also facing spiralling costs, 
again connected to the aging of the population (Rodan 1989: 165). The 
government needed to assure itself that it could still rule even if it was 
no longer quite as successful at “delivering the goods”. The promotion of 
Confucianism, I argue, was a means to this end.
I  think  that  the  government  was  worried  about  its  legitimacy 
among working Singaporeans of both the middle class and the working 
class. In general,  it  has been the working class,  and not the middle 
class, which has been outspoken in challenging PAP hegemony directly, 
as  demonstrated  by  Jeyaretnam’s  election  in  a  working-class 
constituency. While the working class was more politically assertive, the 
middle class, including pilots and teachers, was the more assertive in 
the  workplace.  But  working  people  of  both classes  expressed  less 
willingness to accept the terms of transnational corporations and the 
government to which they were allied — although the government was 
much harsher in its treatment of the working class.
The people of both the working and middle classes, importantly, 
were of  predominantly  Chinese origin.  In  all occupational  categories, 
Singapore  Chinese  outnumbered  the  Malays,  Indians  and  “others” 
combined, by a factor of at least two to one (Chiew 1991: 155). Thus a 
Chinese-oriented ideology like Confucianism held promise for keeping 
labour in its place.
IV. The political constructions
We  have  seen  that  the  leaders  of  the  Congress  and  the  PAP 
perceived their legitimacy as being in crisis by the end of the 1970s. In 
the ensuing years, the two ruling parties would each come to promote 
the ideology of a cultural tradition. I argue in this chapter that the latter 
events followed from the former. 
In  the  late  1970s,  some  Western  scholars  argued  that 
Confucianism had created a docile,  obedient workforce in Japan and 
the “Four Dragons” of South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong and Singapore, 
and  that  this  “Confucian”  workforce  was  a  central  factor  in  these 
countries’ economic growth. In other words, they found Confucianism to 
aid both accumulation and legitimation. Their arguments convinced Lee 
Kuan Yew to promote Confucianism in order to maintain his  party’s 
legitimacy.
Hindutva came out of a grassroots movement expressed in the 
Jan Sangh and BJP.  But the Congress party,  too,  took it  up in the 
1980s — a direct result, I argue, of the party’s earlier electoral collapse. 
Indira’s  attempt  to  replace  the  old  dominant-caste  Congress  system 
with an electoral coalition of the poor had not worked. The symbols of 
Hindutva appeared as a way to secure the power of the upper castes 
while uniting the lower castes behind them.
The growth of Hindutva
Hindutva had been a marginal political force in India until  the 
early 1980s. Members of the Jan Sangh became cabinet ministers in 
the Janata Party government, but that government was formed around 
the single issue of ending Indira’s authoritarianism. It collapsed in the 
following election of 1980, which returned Indira to power. The Janata 
Party  did  not  seem  to  offer  a  viable  replacement  for  the  Congress 
system.
Shortly after the 1980 election, former Jan Sangh members left 
the Janata Party to form the BJP. Its first leader, Atal Behari Vajpayee 
(now prime minister), tried to hold on to the support base of the Janata 
Party  by  adopting  slogans  of  Gandhian  socialism and continuing  to 
downplay  the  Hindutva  agenda  (Brass  1997:  2404).  But  the  BJP 
suffered an even more humiliating defeat in the first election it faced, in 
1984, when it won only two seats.
Such a  result  makes it  all  the  more  striking  that  in  the  next 
federal election, in 1989, the BJP would not only recoup its losses but 
become the third-largest party in the federal house. (See table 3.) From 
there, it continued to expand, in 1990 forming the state government in 
Himachal Pradesh, Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh (when neither the 
BJP nor the Jan Sangh had ever formed the government of any state 
before) and increasing its federal representation still further in the 1991 
election. And during this period, under the leadership of L. K. Advani, it 
was running on a strong Hindu nationalist platform.
Table  3:  the  Jan  Sangh  and  BJP  in  Indian  elections  since  the 





Hindutva party Seats won by 
Hindutva 
% of popular 
vote for 
year party Hindutva party
1952 Congress Jan Sangh 3 3.1
1957 Congress Jan Sangh 4 5.9
1962 Congress Jan Sangh 14 6.4
1967 Congress Jan Sangh 35 9.4
1971 Congress (I) Jan Sangh 22 7.4
1977 Janata Party (Janata Party) 294 41.3
1980 Congress (I) (Janata Party) 31 19
1984 Congress BJP 2 7.4
1989 National Front BJP 85 11.4
1991 Congress BJP 119 19.9
1996 United Front BJP 161 20.7
1998 BJP BJP 182 25.5
1999 BJP BJP 182 23.1
Sources: Jaffrelot 1993: 513; Hansen and Jaffrelot 1998: 15 and 324; 
ECI 1998; Ghosh 1999: 3341.
With the BJP’s rise came another shift in Indian politics that was 
in some ways even more surprising: the post-1980 Congress had itself 
begun  to  use  Hindutva  ideology.  The  garibi  hatao (abolish  poverty) 
platform  had  temporarily  secured  the  Congress  a  winning  electoral 
coalition  of  religious  minorities  and  disadvantaged  groups.  But  the 
liberalization undertaken during the emergency would have made the 
use  of  such  a  strategy  increasingly  difficult.  After  her  loss  in  1977 
election, Indira Gandhi began to look for a new electoral coalition for 
her party — now so centred around her personal leadership that the 
Congress(R) had been officially renamed the Congress(I), for Indira. She 
began  to  use  the  language  and  symbols  of  Hindu  communalism9, 
9“Communal”  and  “communalism”  in  India  refer  to  conflict 
between “religious communities”.
arguing that this was in “retaliation to Muslim communalism”. 
She also attacked the Sikh minority. In 1984, when militant Sikh 
leaders stockpiled arms in the holiest Sikh religious site,  the Golden 
Temple, Indira ordered troops to storm the temple, thus desecrating it. 
In revenge, Indira’s own Sikh bodyguards assassinated her. Anti-Sikh 
riots soon followed in Delhi. (Stern 1993: 182)
Indira was succeeded in 1984 by her son Rajiv, who continued 
supporting  a  Hindu  nationalist  agenda.  He  played  to  anti-Muslim 
sentiment through sabre-rattling against Pakistan. As a consequence, 
the RSS, a militant Hindu youth organization which has generally had 
close ties to the BJP and Jan Sangh, threw its support to Congress; this 
was one reason for the BJP’s shoddy performance. (Hasan 1998: 193)
Central  in Rajiv’s  support  for  Hindutva would prove  to be  the 
dispute over the Babri Masjid, a 15th-century mosque in the small Uttar 
Pradesh city of Ayodhya.  The mosque was built by Muslims on a site 
which many believed was the birthplace of the deity Rama, although 
there  was  no  archeological  evidence  for  any  such  claim  (Srivastava 
1991). In 1985, the Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP), a Hindu religious 
organization in the Sangh Parivar, began agitating for the mosque to be 
destroyed and a Rama temple to be built in its place.10 
The Congress accepted some of the VHP’s demands, establishing 
a centre for the study of the Ramayana (the epic of Rama) in Ayodhya 
and developing and beautifying places mentioned in the epic,  among 
other steps. Most importantly, the Congress state government of Uttar 
Pradesh was instrumental in allowing the Babri Masjid to be opened for 
10The VHP, it should be noted, raises much of its money from 
Indians living in Britain and North America (Anderson 1998: 73).
the worship of Rama inside. (Hasan 1996: 92) To top it off, Rajiv began 
his  1989  election  campaign  in  Ayodhya,  with  a  promise  to  bring 
ramrajya (the rule of Rama) to India, and allowed Hindu activists to lay 
the foundation stone of the new temple at the disputed site.  (Gupta 
1990: 44) 
The  Congress’s  main  concession  to  Muslims  (often  considered 
part of an explicit deal made with Muslim leaders in exchange for the 
unlocking of the temple) was to lend support to Muslim fundamentalism 
by changing family laws.  A 1956 law allowed women identified legally 
as Hindus to inherit and seek recourse through civil courts. In 1985, 
the Supreme Court ruled that a divorced Muslim woman, Shah Bano, 
could also use this recourse to obtain maintenance support from her 
former  husband.  In 1986 the  government passed an act  that  would 
reverse such verdicts, establishing a separate family law for Muslims. 
(Freitag  1996:  224-5)  This  last  move  lent  considerable  ideological 
strength to the BJP, who began to argue that the Hindus were the “true 
secularists”.  Combined  with  the  provocative  actions in  Ayodhya,  the 
approach  more  generally  did  a  great  deal  to  sharpen  communal 
divisions. 
In the event, the Hindu strategy did not work for the Congress. 
For  on  one  hand,  those  who  agreed  with  a  Hindu  agenda  felt, 
reasonably, that they would be better served by the BJP itself, which 
had  advocated  Hindutva  more  strongly.  On  the  other,  the  strategy 
alienated the Muslims, who had supported the Congress at least since 
the  ‘70s;  the  Shah  Bano  case  did  little  to  convince  them  that  the 
increasingly Hindutva-oriented Congress had their  interests  in mind. 
The former voted BJP, the latter for the Janata Dal party formed by the 
more left-wing elements of the Janata Party coalition. The left-leaning 
National Front coalition, led by the Janata Dal, won the 1989 elections 
supported by Muslims and Dalits who had left the Congress. The BJP 
emerged as the third largest party in parliament, so that the Janata Dal 
depended on its support to run a minority government.
In the 1989 election, BJP support increased sharply in several 
states  including  Madhya  Pradesh,  Maharashtra,  Rajasthan  and 
especially Gujarat. The growth of its support in Uttar Pradesh appeared 
not in 1989 but in 1991, where it not only quadrupled its share of the 
federal  vote,  but  took  power  in  the  state  government.  (See  table  1, 
page  .)  This  triumph  followed  a  massively  publicized  rath  yatra 
(procession) through India in support of constructing the Rama temple, 
led by Advani, the BJP’s leader. The procession was hotly contested, 
leading  to  widespread  riots.  On  30  October  1990,  militants  in  the 
procession  attacked  the  disputed  mosque.   In  order  to  repel  them, 
police opened fire — but in doing so they triggered further anti-Muslim 
riots and made martyrs of the militants.  (Jaffrelot 1998b: 81-3) 
The  militants’  martyrdom certainly  did  not  hurt  the  Hindutva 
cause.  But why did the  rath yatra have  such an appeal  in the first 
place?  How did it lead to such an upsurge in BJP support? Moreover, 
why would Hindu nationalism appear as the best legitimating strategy 
for the new Congress?
Explaining Hindutva politics
Why did the Gandhis adopt a Hindutva platform when they did? I 
suggest,  again,  that  this  was  a  reaction  to  a  perceived  crisis  of 
legitimacy.  I  think  it  is  reasonable  to  believe  that  Indira  and  Rajiv 
continued to see the party in its traditional position of the spokesperson 
for all India, and thus to see the party’s legitimacy as inseparable from 
that of the Indian political system. As James Manor (1988: 82) put it, 
“some Congressmen tend to see the party and the nation as identical 
[and] tend to see opposition forces as antinational.”
We see some evidence of this equation of party and country in 
Rajiv’s  speeches.  He  claimed  that  opposition  parties  were  “receiving 
assistance from certain foreign powers, which were interested in making 
India weak” and that conferences of opposition leaders “had sown the 
seeds of poison” that endangered national unity. The Janata Party, he 
said,  “was  working  hard  to  divide  the  country”  and  “shielding 
extremists”; he described two of its prominent members as collaborators 
with Pakistan. (Manor 1988: 83) Congress advertisements stressed that 
the order of the country would fall  apart  without the Congress.  One 
claimed that when government lacks firmness:
Vipers crawl out of their holes, predators prowl the streets 
and  seemingly  normal  citizens  take  off  their  masks  and 
shuffle in the shadows, waiting for the hour of the gun. The 
hour of acid bulbs, iron bars and daggers... Your vote can 
stop  your  groceries  list  turning  into  an  arms  inventory. 
Your vote can make all the difference. Between order and 
chaos. Give Order a Hand. (quoted in Manor 1988: 84)
Moreover, the Congress’s previous strategies of legitimating itself 
as a party — relying on providing welfare-state services, either through 
the Congress  system or  at  the  more general  level  of  garibi  hatao — 
seemed like they would no longer work. As discussed on page , slow 
growth deprived the government of tax revenue. The Congress staved off 
a severe fiscal crisis only by taking a large IMF loan in 1982 (Lele 1994: 
60). To achieve growth the party continued to pursue a liberalization 
agenda,  deemphasizing  the  programs  for  improvement  of  rural 
economic conditions that had been important for legitimation before. 
The economy did grow — a rate of 5% annually, as opposed to a rate in 
previous years that barely cracked 3% (Kohli 1990b: 13) — but those 
who  had  depended  on  government  help  and  government  schemes 
suffered as these were cut back. Manor (1988: 85) notes that “next to 
no serious attempts were made by the authorities during [Indira’s] last 
premiership to develop carefully designed social programs.” I think that 
Congress  Hindutva  was  directly  tied  to  the  party’s  promotion  of 
economic liberalization. Atul Kohli describes the logic of the connection 
well:
in a poor democracy like India, how does one mobilize the 
support of the majority, who are after all very poor? One 
solution to this puzzle was to cut the majority-minority pie 
at a different angle. If  the poor were the majority by the 
criteria  of  wealth,  Hindus  were  the  religious  majority. 
Appeals  to  the  majority  religious  community  against 
minority communities, then, can be an alternate strategy 
for seeking electoral majorities by downplaying class issues 
in favor of communal ones. (Kohli 1994: 90)
The class issues of which Kohli speaks, I think, are inseparable 
from caste issues. It does not seem possible to me to adequately explain 
the rise of the BJP, or more generally of Hindutva, without referring to 
caste divisions, to which I now turn.
In  the  north,  many Dalits  (although not  a  majority  or  even  a 
plurality)  voted  BJP,  somewhat  surprisingly  since  they  “have  little 
interest in building temples controlled by Brahman priests who do not 
want them as clients and would rather they stayed away” (Brass 1993: 
269). But they also tend to live in the poorer areas of cities, side by side 
with Muslims, where riots were frequent. Dalits typically turned to the 
BJP to help ensure a sympathetic response if Hindu-Muslim riots were 
to break out (Brass 1993: 269). In 1996, when communal riots had died 
down, fewer than 10% of the Dalits had voted BJP (Brass 1997: 2408). 
The practice of deliberate “social engineering”, giving them a place in 
the party, also mattered, as one Gujarati Dalit pointed out: “the BJP 
subscribes to brahminical ideology but the Congress is in practice no 
way  different.  Moreover  I  worked  in  the  Congress  for  more  than 10 
years but I did not get a position whereas the BJP has given me a party 
position.”  (Shah 1991: 2923)
Jaffrelot (1998a: 52-3) suggests another reason for some lower-
caste participation in the BJP: a desire for Sanskritization (see page ). 
Joining Hindutva organizations is seen as a way to Sanskritize precisely 
because it has widely been considered an upper-caste thing to do.
For it was the northern upper castes, above all, who voted BJP in 
large numbers in 1989 and 1991. As mentioned, they had been the 
most likely to vote Jan Sangh before, but nevertheless a great many of 
them  had  long  voted  Congress.  In  1989  and  1991,  these  Congress 
voters switched their support to the BJP, and it is widely suggested that 
this was in reaction to the implementation of the Mandal Commission’s 
recommendations. (Brass 1993: 266) In 1991 national exit polls, 59.2% 
of Brahmins, 49.6% of Banias, and 41.1% of Kshatriyas said they had 
voted BJP — compared to 34.9% of OBCs, 23.5% of SCs and STs, and 
3.4%  of  Muslims  (Butler,  Lahiry  and  Roy  1995:  11).  I  think  upper 
castes’  turn to the BJP should be seen in the larger context  I  have 
discussed of the increasing self-assertion of middle and lower castes.
In the south, by contrast, OBCs had been dominant since before 
the  colonial  period,  as  mentioned.  There  were  few  Banias  or  neo-
Kshatriyas  to  speak of.  Brahmins — numerically  very small  — were 
influential primarily in the towns, and it was this urban influence that 
the DMK aimed to combat,  not  any rural  dominance (Frankel  1990; 
Washbrook  1989).  When the  DMK came to  power  in  1967 in  Tamil 
Nadu, its major anti-Brahmin act was to reserve 25% (and later 50%) of 
government  jobs  for  non-Brahmins.  Rather  than  try  to  fight  back 
against the reduction of opportunity this implied (as the more powerful 
northern  Brahmins  have  done),  many  Tamil  Brahmins  simply  left, 
migrating to Delhi, Bombay, the United Kingdom and the United States, 
where  their  high  levels  of  education  often  served  them  very  well. 
(Varshney 2000: 19) After implementing the reservations, the DMK took 
few  further  anti-Brahmin  measures.  It  stressed  issues  of  Tamil 
nationalism, implicitly including the remaining Tamil Brahmins within 
the fold. Overall, the entry of the non-Brahmin movement into politics 
did not create a confrontation between Brahmins and non-Brahmins. 
(Frankel 1990: 244-5) In Kerala, the class- and caste-based conflict that 
led to the creation of the Communist Party was between the Shudra 
Nairs and the Scheduled Caste Ezhavas; Brahmins were not at issue 
(Varshney 2000: 7).
The state of Rajasthan provides an interesting case study, for the 
Sangh Parivar ingeniously modified Hindutva there to suit the state’s 
specificities. Rajasthanis had had little interest in symbols like Rama 
that successfully mobilized people in the Hindi belt. But the regional 
identity  of  Rajasthan  had  long  been  associated  with  attributes  of 
martial acumen and valour, often called the “Rajput ethic”. The Rajput 
ethic corresponded very well with the sort of aggressive nationalism that 
the Sangh Parivar promotes. Thus Rajasthan could be portrayed as “the 
preserver  of  the  true  faith,  of  the  assertive,  self-confident,  martial 
tradition  of  Hinduism”  which  had  been  weakened  elsewhere  in  the 
country by Muslim and Western influences. (Jenkins 1998: 104-5)
Rajasthani  BJP  members  assert  the  value  of  traditional  caste 
hierarchy  far  more  explicitly  than  do  BJP  members  elsewhere, 
describing the benevolence of old Rajput rule. BJP candidates’ speeches 
frequently  claimed  that  Rajput  princes  in  18th-century  Jaipur  had 
elevated  members  of  lower  castes  to  important  posts  in  their 
administration, the intended message being that the rule of Rajputs had 
been (and would continue  to  be)  based on a  sense  of  fair  play  and 
respect for talent. One campaign worker interviewed by Rob Jenkins 
summed up the Rajasthan BJP message thus: “It is to spread the idea 
of equality to the rest of India that they must vote BJP, we tell them”. 
(Jenkins 1998: 112)
It is difficult to know the extent to which the message of Rajput 
Hindutva caught on. Certainly Rajasthanis have become stalwart BJP 
voters; when four BJP state governments were dismissed at the end of 
1992, only Rajasthan’s  retained power.  Another feature of  Rajasthan 
politics is important here,  however:  the growing influence of  the Jat 
middle caste. The Jats had become increasingly powerful in Rajasthan 
since  the  mid-1960s,  having  benefitted  from  a  canal  project  that 
irritated large tracts of the state’s northern and western deserts. But 
they  had  not  formed  alliances  with  other  middle  jatis,  who  grew 
suspicious of them. Congress leaders did little  to allay such fears in 
1993, by emphasizing that if the Congress came to power a Jat would 
become the state’s Chief Minister for the first time. (Jenkins 1998: 112-
14) So the BJP’s triumphs in Rajasthan may have had less to do with 
Hindutva and more with rivalries among middle castes.
Likewise, the Kurmis and Lodhs of Uttar Pradesh resented the 
influence of  the Yadavs, the largest middle caste in the state, whose 
members were active and influential in the Janata Dal (while the upper 
castes  were most  influential  in  the  Congress).  The BJP provided an 
alternative. (Brass 1993: 267-8) It is sometimes suggested that these 
castes even feel “terrorized” by the Yadavs, and as a result deliberately 
vote differently from the Yadavs, for whichever party is most likely to 
defeat the Yadav party. (Brass 1997: 2416)
However, these examples of horizontal inter-caste rivalry, while 
they help explain support for the BJP, do not explain political Hindutva, 
which  is  my  topic.  Hindutva,  I  argue,  is  best  understood  as  a 
legitimation strategy of the northern dominant upper castes.
Let  me  be  clear:  I  am not  claiming  that  Hindutva  derives  its 
relevance by reasserting the traditional caste hierarchy. To be sure, the 
caste  system  has  always  been  intimately  associated  with  the  term 
“Hinduism”;  of  those  scholars  who  think that  Hinduism exists  as  a 
single phenomenon with an essential core, many identify that core as 
the caste system and its ideology (Jaiswal 1998, for example). And most 
BJP leaders observe rituals in which brahminical practices and notions 
of  purity  and  pollution  are  strictly  maintained  (Shah 1998:  256),  a 
feature  which  I  think  makes  the  southern  Shudra  dominant  caste 
leaders  uncomfortable  with  the  party.  But  in  spite  of  these  caste 
features  of  the  movement,  most  Hindutva  writing  denounces 
untouchability and the hereditary basis of caste divisions. 
Hindutva  is  more  subtle  than  directly  preaching  a  renewal  of 
caste  hierarchy.  The  upper  castes  know  they  could  never  win  that 
battle. Privately, some Hindutva advocates may make statements like 
this: “After all, there is something like blood and sanskar, i.e. cultural 
heritage and we have to have marriage relationship [sic] within castes. 
Norms of caste have to be respected.” (quoted in Shah 1998: 256) But 
publicly, it is rare to find BJP leaders, especially in the upper ranks of 
the party, defending caste differentiation; and they will even proclaim 
support for measures against caste differentiation like Mandal (see next 
chapter).  Instead,  like  Singapore  Confucianism,  Hindutva  preaches 
what one of its leading thinkers (Upadhyaya 1979) calls an “integral” 
approach,  stressing  the  unity  of  a  community  against  outsiders.  By 
promoting cultural symbols as common to a community, it attempts to 
prevent  the  majority  of  that  community  from rising  up  against  the 
community’s dominant groups, partially by attempting to redirect their 
hostility to threats outside the community.
In this respect, it is instructive to consider that although the Jan 
Sangh attempted  to  broaden  its  appeal  to  the  working  classes,  “the 
party kept faith with its clientèle in small business by refusing to use 
the rhetoric of class conflict in its appeals to employees.  It began as 
and remained a party of class conciliation and co-operation.” (Graham 
1990: 170) It seems to me that the BJP is following exactly the same 
approach — but the changed social relations of the past twenty years 
have given this approach a much greater appeal. The Jan Sangh was a 
party  composed  of  upper-caste  city  dwellers  who  had  lost   their 
traditional legitimacy. This group has vastly increased in size, and it 
has therefore pushed Hindutva to the forefront of Indian society.
I submit that the decline of dominant-caste legitimacy — which, 
in the major BJP states, primarily means upper-caste legitimacy — is 
the key reason why hostility to Muslims has become a major feature of 
Indian  politics  so  recently.  Although  riots  between  Muslims  and 
“Hindus”  have  been  present  at  other  points  in  India’s  history  (the 
bloodshed of Partition in 1947 being the most famous, widespread and 
terrible),  they  had  been  far  less  frequent  until  the  Babri  Masjid 
confrontation.  Riots claimed over 500 lives in 1989 alone, almost twice 
as many as the previous year (Gupta 1990: 27). The Babri Masjid itself 
was  barely  discussed  as  an  issue  until  the  VHP  raised  it  in  1985 
(Raychaudhuri 1995: 143).
I think this stirring of communal conflict is rooted in a desire to 
ensure that the lower castes see their interests as lying with the upper 
castes rather than with Muslims. The Dalit leader Dr. B.R. Ambedkar 
put it well: “a caste has no feeling that it is affiliated to other castes 
except  when there  is  a  Hindu-Muslim riot”  (quoted  in  Sarkar  1996: 
291). Politically, Amrita Basu (1996: 74) argues that the BJP’s decision 
to throw its support behind the Babri Masjid agitation and organize the 
Ayodhya  procession  came  as  an  aftereffect  of  the  Janata  Dal’s 
implementation  of  Mandal.  That  Janata  Dal  policy  ensured  OBC 
(especially Yadav) support for the Janata Dal in Uttar Pradesh, which 
led the BJP to look instead to Dalits to broaden its electoral base — and 
the riots which followed in the wake of the agitation helped accomplish 
this.  Consider, for example, the words of one informant interviewed by 
Zoya Hasan in Saharanpur, Uttar Pradesh, after the 1990 riots: “In the 
1989 elections we would not have even dreamt of voting for a candidate 
just because he was a Hindu.  We had all voted for the Janata Dal’s 
Rasheed Masood.  But today, no.  We’ll  vote for a Hindu candidate.” 
(Hasan 1998: 213)
Consider further the state of Gujarat, where the BJP’s rise was 
meteoric (table 1, page ). In 1981 and 1984, agitations over reservations 
“often  turned  into  Hindu-Muslim  riots  in  which  intra-party  faction 
fights  of  the  Congress  and  the  BJP’s  call  for  Hindu  unity  played 
significant roles.” (Shah 1991: 2923) Hindu-Muslim riots, confined to 
cities in previous decades, spread to the countryside in the 1980s. The 
rath yatra procession to “liberate” the Ayodhya mosque, which resulted 
in riots  in many of  the places it  passed through,  began in Gujarat. 
(Shah 1991: 2923-4)
Most recently, the hostility of the Hindutva movement has been 
directed more against Christians than Muslims. And I think its anti-
Christian rhetoric and action may demonstrate even more clearly the 
connection  between  Hindutva  and  the  preservation  of  upper-caste 
legitimacy. Violent attacks on Christian institutions in India were rare 
until  1998,  but  108  such  attacks  occurred  in  that  year  alone 
(Fernandes 1999: 83).  These attacks followed an increasing volume of 
angry  rhetoric  by  the  mainstream  Hindutva  movement  against 
conversions  to  Christianity  (Chari  1996  contains  several  typical 
examples),  attempting  to  arouse  fear  of  a  decline  in  the  Hindu 
population of  the  country  –  a curious fear  when one considers  that 
between 1981 and 1991 the census registered an actual decline in the 
proportion  of  Indians  who  professed  Christianity  as  their  religion 
(Fernandes 1999: 81). 
The Hindutva movement kept up its anti-conversion rhetoric as 
the violence proceeded. B.L. Sharma, a former BJP MP, proclaimed that 
the gang rape of  four  nuns in  Madhya Pradesh was a  result  of  the 
“anger of patriotic youth against anti-national forces... the direct result 
of conversion of Hindus to Christianity by the Christian priests.” For his 
part, Vajpayee, the supposedly moderate BJP prime minister, responded 
to the burning of several churches by calling for a “national debate on 
conversions”.   (Sarkar  1999:  1691-2)  The  timing  of  such  a  remark 
sanctions  the  violence  by  lending  legitimacy  to  the  perpetrators’ 
concerns. That Vajpayee later maintained he had “asked for a dialogue, 
not  a debate,  about conversions” (Engineer  1999:  1245)  makes little 
difference in this regard. And although Vajpayee disassociated himself 
from the attacks, he did not condemn them (Fernandes 1999: 82).
Why such anger at conversions to a group whose numbers are 
declining? The answer becomes clearer when we consider the context in 
which religious conversion has typically occurred in India. Historically, 
Dalits have often used conversion (to Buddhism, Islam and Sikhism as 
well  as  Christianity)  as  a  way  of  rejecting  the  ideology  of  the  caste 
system (Fernandes 1999: 81-2). Consider the reported words of a chief 
secretary  in  the  Gujarat  BJP  government:  “there  is  a  conspiracy  in 
tribal areas to destroy Hindu ‘sanskriti’ [culture] by creating class war 
and large-scale conversion.”  (Quoted in Shah 1999: 318; my emphasis)
Confucianism in Singapore
John Wong (1996: 286) claims that in Singapore “Confucianism 
was not even a subject of public discussion prior to 1979.”  If it was 
mentioned at all  in Singapore before 1979, it  was usually seen in a 
negative light. In a volume published in Singapore on “Asian values and 
modernization”  in 1977,  the only  discussion of  Confucianism claims 
that “the Confucian system of philosophy... had the effect of impeding 
progress in China for some two thousand years.”  (Ho 1977: 6)
So something new was happening when a report on education, 
completed  in  1979,  suggested  that  Chinese  pupils  be  taught  “early 
Chinese history up to the setting up of the Confucian state in the Han 
dynasty” as part of their moral education in order to provide “cultural 
ballast” against “the risk of deculturisation” (Goh et al. 1979: 5). This 
came  with  an  endorsement  in  a  preface  by  Lee  Kuan  Yew  himself, 
saying: “The greatest value in the teaching and learning of Chinese is in 
the transmission of the norms of social or moral behaviour. This means 
principally  Confucianist  beliefs  and  ideas,  of  man,  society  and  the 
state.” (Goh et al. 1979: v)
These suggestions were not acted on. A report on moral education 
released  a  few  months  later   (Ong  et  al.  1979)  made  no 
recommendations to do with Confucianism, nor did it recommend that 
the  government  promote  religious  education  in  general.  The  report 
mentions favourably the efficacy of mission schools in teaching moral 
education,  and  thus  recommends  allowing  those  schools  greater 
flexibility in implementing religious instruction. But it attributes their 
success more to “the better quality of the students and more congenial 
school  environment,  coupled with  better  home support”  than  to  the 
religious nature of the instruction, since “[t]he methods used for moral 
instruction  in  these  schools  are  generally  similar”  to  those  used  in 
government schools (Ong et al. 1979: 7 and 12). In his preface to that 
report, Goh Keng Swee merely hints at the desirability of a religious, or 
coherent philosophical, background for moral instruction:
To me, moral beliefs form an integrated system of thought 
and does [sic] not consist of a conglomeration of bits and 
pieces.  In other words, there must be an intellectual basis 
which  will  bind  the  various  moral  qualities  we  deem 
desirable into a coherent system of thought.   (Ong et al. 
1979: iii)
And the new moral education programs introduced as a result, 
“Being  and  Becoming”  and  “Good  Citizen”,  had  no  basis  in 
Confucianism or in any religious tradition (Gopinathan 1988: 138-9). 
The government took only a small  step towards supporting religious 
education  that  year,  when  it  accepted  Bible  Knowledge  and  Islamic 
Religious Knowledge as examination subjects but did not itself provide 
religious education (Quah 1990: 53). 
But  on  16  January  1982,  the  PAP  government  announced  a 
decision to make religious knowledge a compulsory subject in the third 
and fourth years of secondary school (Lu 1983: 74).The PAP had always 
been avowedly secular; when it first took power in 1959, it ended the 
practice  of  teaching  catechism  in  schools  founded  by  Christian 
churches (Tamney 1996: 25). Why then did it put into place a program 
to teach religion? Martin Lu (1983: 71-2) suggests that it is out of an 
extension of Goh’s argument cited above:  “a secular moral education 
designed even by the most competent specialists would be no match for 
traditional religions and cultures, which have, after all, passed the test 
of time.”  Others agree, on more empirical grounds:
At first the moral education programme was supposed to be 
purely ethical rather than religious in character, stressing 
such universal values as honesty and integrity.   Since it 
would be difficult to teach Malay students in isolation from 
Islamic teachings, and since many mission schools already 
had  elements  of  moral  education  in  their  religious 
instruction,  eventually  moral  education  and  religious 
studies were linked up as a package... (Wong 1996: 288)
When  the  religious  education  program  was  first  announced, 
Confucianism was not  included,  only  Christianity,  Buddhism, Islam, 
Hinduism  and  “world  religions”,  the  last  option  eventually  being 
dropped.  When  Confucianism was  quickly  added  to  the  list,  it  was 
suggested that despite being “secular” it would promote the same kind 
of values that the other religious education courses were intended to 
promote:
It was at the suggestion of Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew, 
after  spending  “many  of  his  wakeful  hours  and  several 
sleepless nights,” that two weeks later,  in early February 
1982,  Goh  announced  that  Confucian  ethics  was  to  be 
included as an additional  subject  for  those Chinese who 
might  not  be  religiously  inclined,  “to  give  young 
Singaporeans a cultural ballast against the less desirable 
aspects of Western culture.”  (Kuo 1996: 298)
But  if  Lee  felt  enough initial  reluctance  to  lose  sleep over  the 
inclusion of Confucian ethics, he nevertheless proceeded to promote it 
intensively once his mind had been made up. Goh soon announced that 
“Confucianism in Singapore will not be merely for the classroom.  It will 
be reinterpreted as a code of personal conduct for modern Singapore 
and promoted in the  form of  public  debate and discussion over  the 
media.” Indeed, Confucianism “was showered with a disproportionate 
share of resource allocation, media coverage, and public attention in 
comparison  with  other  ‘ordinary’  RK  [Religious  Knowledge]  courses.” 
(Kuo  1996:  298-9)  The  next  year,  the  government  established  the 
Institute  of  East  Asian Philosophies  (IEAP)  to  promote  the  academic 
study of East Asian philosophies, especially Confucianism. (Kuo 1996: 
300) Confucianism, of next to no public concern in the Singapore of 
1981, was everywhere by 1983.
This  is  all  the  more  striking  given  the  utter  absence  of 
Confucianism in  the  PAP’s  own  inheritance.  One  of  the  more  high-
profile features of the promotion of Confucianism was the hiring of eight 
foreign professors (one from Taiwan and seven from the United States) 
to help design the Confucian ethics course – because, as the director of 
curriculum development so aptly put it, “Confucian Ethics was a field 
which we were not familiar with” (foreword to Tu 1984: ix). As the next 
chapter will  argue, Confucian ethics as promoted by the government 
were  alien  to  most  Singapore  Chinese.  But  they  were  doubly  so  to 
English-educated leaders like Lee, who said in 1967 that “I am no more 
a Chinese than President Kennedy was an Irishman” and was known as 
Harry Lee for the first half of his life (Englehart 2000: 555).
Why then did Confucianism appear on the scene, and so quickly? 
I think that the primary appeal of Confucianism lay in its potential to 
establish  political  control  over  the  primarily  Chinese  labour  force 
(working- and middle-class) using the force of tradition. The remarks of 
Goh and others on the efficacy of religious education are crucial here: 
religion bound moral  education into  a  “coherent  system of  thought” 
which was connected to the existing beliefs of Christian and Muslim 
students. Confucianism, the government hoped, could do the same for 
the Chinese, above all those who were secular. In Lee’s (1982) words, 
“Our task is to implant these traditional values into our children when 
their minds are young and receptive, so that when they grow out of 
their  teenage  years these attitudes harden and are forged for  a life-
time.” As the next chapter will show, Confucian ethics turned out to be 
a  failure  even  in  the  eyes  of  the  government,  which  was  really  no 
surprise  given  the  disconnection  of  Singapore  Chinese  from  any 
traditions that could be identified as Confucian ethics. I suspect that 
Lee  had  an  inkling  of  this  problem,  which  was  the  reason  for  his 
“sleepless nights”.
So why did he go ahead with Confucian ethics anyway? A major 
reason likely lies,  ironically  enough,  in the emerging enthusiasm for 
Confucianism  among  Western  observers.  Lee  Kuan  Yew  and  other 
senior PAP members were avid consumers of these observers’ writings. 
Fareed Zakaria’s Foreign Affairs interview with Lee, highly influential in 
promoting the later idea of “Asian values” in the West, closed by noting 
that “Lee handed me three pages.  This was, he explained, to emphasize 
how alien Confucian culture is to the West.  The pages were from the 
book East Asia: Tradition and Transformation, by John Fairbank, an 
American scholar.”  (Zakaria 1994: 126) 
For a long time, Western scholars examining the links between 
Confucianism and economic growth had assumed the correlation was 
negative,  following  Max  Weber’s  (1964:  226-49)  comments  on  why 
capitalism could not have arisen internally out of Chinese Confucian 
society. (Asian scholars often believed the same thing, as demonstrated 
by the quote from Ho Wing Meng on page .) But by the late 1970s, when 
the success stories of international development seemed to be Japan 
and  the  “Four  Dragons”  of  South  Korea,  Taiwan,  Hong  Kong  and 
Singapore,  several  Western  writers  (most  notably  Kahn  1979, 
MacFarquhar 1980, Vogel 1979) began to revise this assessment.
The Western scholars argued that an important factor, perhaps 
the single most important factor, in the development of Japan and the 
“Dragons” was a shared Confucian inheritance. MacFarquhar suggested 
that the successful development of these societies owed a great deal to 
characteristics  inherited  from  Confucianism:  “self-confidence,  social 
cohesion,  subordination  of  the  individual,  education  for  action, 
bureaucratic  tradition and moralizing  certitude”  (MacFarquhar  1980: 
71). Herman Kahn went even further to suggest that the United States 
would do well to follow their example and adopt these characteristics. It 
could not have been lost on Lee that Kahn argued a key factor which 
would  “result  in  all  the  neo-Confucian  societies  having  at  least 
potentially higher growth rates than other cultures” was that
the modern Confucian ethic is superbly designed to create 
and  foster  loyalty,  dedication,  responsibility,  and 
commitment  and  to  intensify  identification  with  the 
organization and one’s  role  in  the  organization.   All  this 
makes  the  economy  and  society  operate  much  more 
smoothly than one whose principals of  identification and 
association tend to lead to egalitarianism, to disunity, to 
confrontation, and to excessive compensation or repression. 
(Kahn 1979: 122)
Goh Keng Swee explicitly “saw a parallel” between “the Confucian 
ethic in these Asian countries” and “the Protestant ethic in the United 
States when it was a developing nation, of which Max Weber wrote.” 
Confucian  and  Protestant  ethics,  Goh  said,  both  pointed  to  the 
importance of “character” in economic success. (Tan 1982)
Despite  such  parallels  made  with  Western  ideas  like 
Protestantism, the PAP regularly referred to Confucianism as a means 
of  resisting  supposed  negative  influences  from the  West,  a  “cultural 
ballast” in the most  common phrasing.  Goh claimed that one of  the 
central concerns behind the introduction of Confucian ethics was that 
many  Singaporeans  had  “found  themselves  taken  in  by  the  liberal 
philosophy of the West... If we go for the soft Western options, we would 
be ruined in short order.” (quoted in Tan 1982) Although the terms are 
inverted  so  that  the  essentialized  East  is  seen  as  superior  to  the 
essentialized West, this nevertheless appears to me a striking example 
of  the  way  in  which  “the  modern  Orient...  participates  in  its  own 
Orientalizing.”  (Said 1979: 325)
The West can play a peculiar role in PAP rhetoric. In one of Goh’s 
earlier  anti-Western  speeches,  he  attacked  “Western  oriented  cults” 
such as “hippism [i.e. hippieism], permissiveness, student radicalism, 
ideologies  of  the  welfare  state  and  anti-establishment  and  anti-
multinational company attitudes.”  (Quoted in Clammer 1985: 23) It is 
revealing that opposition to multinational corporations (which of course 
are largely based in the West) is seen as a “Western-oriented cult”. The 
central symbol of the threatening West and the danger of its influence in 
the Singapore government’s rhetoric has been the alienated hippie, who 
takes drugs, has long hair (if male) and subscribes to a philosophy of 
“patched-up jeans and patched-up souls” (Gopinathan 1988: 134) 
Which Singaporeans are most likely to fit the image of the hippie? 
Long hair has been a traditional trait of Malay men, who are also — in 
large  part  due  to  their  poverty  and  exclusion  from  the  Singapore 
mainstream — the most likely to take drugs.  (Clammer 1997: 144) It is 
also easy to see how that poverty and exclusion would additionally lead 
to alienation, or for that matter to wearing patches on jeans.
Thus, most of the “problems” that the government associates with 
Westernization are, ironically, to be found above all within the Malays, a 
group that, by the government’s own admission (see Vasil 1995: 72), is 
among the least likely to be Westernized. This leads me to believe that 
the idea of “Westernization”, and the Confucian reaction against it, is 
simply a way to unite the Chinese around a cultural nationalism, as the 
BJP has done with the “Hindus”. It brings together lower- and middle-
class  working  Chinese  with  the  local  government  élite  (and, 
paradoxically, with transnational corporations) against both the Malay 
minority and a more general “Western culture”. This is  not to say that 
the Malays are systematically persecuted; rather, it is to say that they 
are  discursively  constructed  together  with  the  “West”  as  an  Other 
against which Confucian Singaporean Chineseness can be defined. The 
point is to construct an image of the docile, traditional, familial Chinese 
who is defined by his or her distinction from the permissive West and 
the drug-addled Malays.
The government, it should be noted, makes no attempt to hide 
the  connection between its  demonized West  and the  loss  of  its  own 
legitimacy.  Lee  said  “We are  becoming  too  Westernized.  We must go 
back  to  Asian  values.”  right  within  his  speech  to  PAP  members  of 
parliament responding to the election of Jeyaretnam (Fong 1981: 91).
V. Adjusting the strategy
Neither Hindutva nor Singapore Confucianism proved successful 
as a way of promoting government legitimacy. Chinese families showed 
little enthusiasm for sending their children to Confucian classes, and 
the  political  support  for  Hindutva  did  not  extend  far  beyond  the 
northern upper castes. Both failures, I argue, resulted primarily from a 
discontinuity between the ideology promoted and the actual beliefs and 
practices of the countries’ majority populations.
Still, neither the PAP nor the new BJP government gave up on 
cultural  legitimation  strategies.  Instead  they  turned  to  a  broader 
political nationalism, defining an identity in opposition to outsiders. The 
new strategies were symbolized by Singapore’s caning of the American 
teenager  Michael  Fay  and  India’s  detonation  of  a  nuclear  bomb  at 
Pokhran.
The changing fortunes of Hindutva 
On 6 December 1992, the Hindutva movement achieved its key 
symbolic  victory.  Thousands  of  activists,  organized  by  the  VHP, 
descended on Ayodhya and demolished the Babri Masjid, by hand, in 
broad daylight. The police (under the authority of the recently elected 
BJP  state  government  in  Uttar  Pradesh)  did  nothing  to  stop  them. 
Journalists  and  photographers  covering  the  event  were  attacked. 
Predictably, large-scale riots broke out all over India shortly afterwards. 
(Hansen 1999: 184)
But after this moment of triumph, the strength of Hindutva began 
to decline, at least in electoral politics. This was not least because BJP 
leaders  had  promised  that  any  demolition which  occurred  would be 
lawful and orderly. For the federal BJP, it was something of a public 
humiliation, and Advani resigned from the BJP leadership in shame, 
replaced  by  a  returning  Vajpayee.  (Hansen  1999:  184)  The  Uttar 
Pradesh BJP state government, on the other hand, reacted with pride 
even  as  opinion  turned  against  it.  That  government,  under  Kalyan 
Singh,  had  promised  the  new federal  Congress  government  of  P.  V. 
Narasimha  Rao  that  it  would  “safeguard  and  protect  the  disputed 
structure in Ayodhya”. On the day of the demolition, however, Singh 
ensured that  troops  could  not  move  in  until  the  demolition  was 
complete, and then turned in his resignation right after the demolition 
—  but  before  his  government  could  be  dismissed,  as  the  federal 
government had power to do. (Parikh 1993: 674-7) The Rao government 
dismissed  the  remaining  three  BJP  state  governments  the  following 
week on the grounds that they were unable to prevent or contain the 
ensuing riots.  (Hansen 1999: 184)
Shortly afterwards, in 1993, fresh elections were called in all four 
of  these states,  which were widely regarded as a referendum on the 
mosque demolition and, sometimes, on the riots that followed (Hansen, 
Hasan and Jaffrelot  1998: 317).  And the BJP lost in Uttar Pradesh, 
Madhya  Pradesh  and  Himachal  Pradesh,  winning  only  Rajasthan 
(Jenkins 1998: 102-3). 
After  that,  although  the  construction  of  a  temple  in  Ayodhya 
remained on the BJP’s election manifesto in 1996 and 1998, it  was 
rarely mentioned in campaigns — at least  in campaigns by the BJP 
itself. The party no longer saw this most central of Hindutva issues as 
the  issue  which  would  win  elections  for  it.  Perhaps  as  a  result, 
communal riots had also begun to decrease, making it more difficult to 
mobilize voters along communal lines.  (Brass 1997: 2403)
The BJP also attempted to moderate itself by “Mandalizing” itself, 
i.e. broadening its appeal to lower castes (the term refers to the Mandal 
Commission). In the wake of the 1993 state elections, where OBC and 
Dalit  voters  played  a  major  role  in  the  defeats,  the  BJP  intensified 
efforts to shed its image as an upper-caste party. From 1991, it had 
already  supported  the  recommendations  of  the  Mandal  Commission 
(Jaffrelot 1998a: 32).It made an active effort to include more low-caste 
members  at  all  levels  of  the  party  apparatus,  a  policy  whose  main 
advocate referred to it as “social engineering” (Jaffrelot 1998a: 31). At 
the celebrations of the first anniversary of the Babri Masjid demolition, 
leaders of the RSS and VHP were flanked by equal-size images of Rama 
and of Dr. Ambedkar, the Dalit political leader (Hansen 1999: 226-7).
Now many suspect that the “Mandalization” of the BJP is more 
form than substance. No party could take office without reaching out to 
lower castes to some degree. Zoya Hasan (1998: 219) suggests that “the 
BJP formally supported Mandal recommendations, but at the local level 
it  aided  and  abetted  upper  castes  to  oppose  it.”  This  is  scarcely  a 
surprise,  considering  how  often  upper  caste  members  mention 
frustration with Mandal as a key motivation for voting BJP (Brass 1997: 
2417; Hansen 1999: 192-3) 
Moves like the appropriation of Dr. Ambedkar are to be expected, 
if we recognize that the upper castes want to reach out to and include 
lower castes specifically in order to control them. The way the Sangh 
Parivar treats Ambedkar can be seen as a metaphor for the way it would 
like  to  treat  lower  castes:  including  them  as  Hindus  through  anti-
Muslim sentiment. While Ambedkar had converted to Buddhism, and 
encouraged  other  Dalits  to  do  so,  in  order  to  escape  the  caste 
oppression that he saw as inextricably tied to Hinduism, VHP leader 
Ashok Singhal transformed this conversion into a Hindu nationalist act, 
by virtue of the fact that it was not Islam:
Instead he  let  his  people  be  converted to  Buddhism –  a 
religion  grown in  the  soil  of  this  country.  That  was  the 
Hindu in  him!...  Dr.  Ambedkar  upheld  the  spirit  of  this 
country  when he  stopped  the  flow  of  Dalits  into  foreign 
religions  like  Christianity  and  Islam  by  propagating  the 
ideals of Buddhism. That way he contributed greatly to the 
Hindu Dharma. And that is why we consider him one of the 
pioneers  of  our  ideology  and  our  movement.  (Quoted  in 
Hansen 1999: 227)
Having begun to use these moderating tactics,  the BJP emerged 
as the single largest party in the Indian parliament in the 1996 general 
election.  But  it  was  still  far  from  a  majority.  Asked  to  form  a 
government by the president, the party was unable to muster sufficient 
support from external parties. (Hansen and Jaffrelot 1998: 7) The task 
of  governing  went  instead  to  the  optimistically  named  United  Front 
coalition of diverse regional and left-wing parties.
When  that  coalition  collapsed  in  1998,  the  BJP  aggressively 
sought the support of regional parties, primarily from the south, in the 
ensuing election. It was in this effort to obtain allies in the south that 
the party most  watered Hindutva down.  One of  the biggest  of  these 
potential allies, after all, was the formerly anti-Brahmin DMK in Tamil 
Nadu. In order to attain these parties’ support, the BJP had to drop the 
three  most  Hindutva-oriented  (and  thus  controversial)  planks  of  its 
election  platform:  the  building  of  a  Rama  temple  in  Ayodhya,  the 
cancellation  of  the  separate  civil  code  applied  to  Muslims,  and  the 
abolition of the article of the Indian Constitution which allowed special 
status for Kashmir (Hansen, Hasan and Jaffrelot  1998: 326-7).  As a 
result, several regional parties (including the DMK) agreed to join in an 
alliance with the BJP, and this alliance successfully formed the next 
government. But many of those parties’ leaders openly admitted that 
“the  alliance  was  only  for  seat  sharing  and had nothing  to  do  with 
ideology.” (Hansen, Hasan and Jaffrelot 1998: 317) 
That  coalition  soon  fell,  but  in  1999  the  BJP  intensified  its 
strategy of watering down Hindutva to build wider coalitions. It ran as 
the  largest  party  in  the  newly  formed  National  Democratic  Alliance 
(NDA). This time the BJP did not offer its own election manifesto, but 
rather  presented a  joint  NDA manifesto  (NDA 1999)  which made no 
reference at all to Hindutva themes. Significantly, the closest it came to 
a Hindutva platform was in some sabre-rattling in the introduction over 
the recent armed conflict  with Pakistan (NDA 1999:  6).  The election 
proved  a  solid  triumph  for  the  NDA,  which  achieved  a  comfortable 
majority, but not for the BJP itself, which retained the same number of 
seats, while its share of the vote actually declined (Ghosh 1999: 3340-
1). So although the BJP is in charge of a stable majority government for 
the time being, its own share of the vote has never climbed much higher 
than  25% (see  table  3,  page  )  — and that  it  achieved  even  this  by 
moving away from Hindutva.
The progress of the BJP through the 1990s should, I think, make 
clear the limited appeal of Hindutva. In general, the less it  ran on a 
Hindutva line, the closer it came to national power. But this does not 
mean that Hindutva is over — for unlike Singapore Confucianism, it 
still has its own large constituency, which is composed by and large of 
upper castes. This constituency is well organized politically through the 
RSS  and  VHP,  and  these  organizations  have  provided  much  of  the 
strength  of  the  BJP  proper  (but  not  its  allies).  The  focus  of  these 
tensions remains the Ayodhya dispute. Some BJP MPs stated that the 
construction of a Rama temple at Ayodhya continued to be on the BJP’s 
agenda  (although  not  the  NDA’s),  which  Vajpayee  flatly  denied. 
Meanwhile,  some  VHP  leaders  are  now  threatening  to  sever  the 
organization’s  ties  with  the  BJP if  it  does  not  return to  a  Hindutva 
agenda, and the VHP continues to construct stone components for the 
proposed temple.  (Ramakrishnan 2000b: 9-10)
Moreover, some BJP state governments have followed a Hindutva 
policy even after the demolition in Ayodhya:
In  Maharashtra,  the  Shiv  Sena-BJP  government  has 
abolished  the  Minorities  Commission,  tried  its  best  to 
sabotage  the  Srikrishna  Commission  of  Inquiry  into  the 
Bombay riots, cut the grant-in-aid to the Urdu Academy, 
displaced  Muslims  in  the  name  of  slum  clearance  and 
denied them rehabilitation, and withdrawn criminal cases 
related  to  riots  against  Bal  Thackeray  and  Sarpotdar, 
another  Shiv  Sena  leader.  Similarly,  the  Kalyan  Singh 
government, while making Sanskrit compulsory from Class 
III, ignored the claims of Urdu in Uttar Pradesh.  (Hansen, 
Hasan and Jaffrelot 1998: 318)
It is worth noting, however, that these governments are somewhat 
out of step with the BJP mainstream.  Kalyan Singh, who pursued this 
agenda when he was the BJP chief minister of Uttar Pradesh, has now 
been  expelled  from  the  party  (Ramakrishnan  2000a).  And  the 
Maharashtra government was formed in alliance with the Shiv Sena, 
one of the few other Indian parties to support Hindutva as strongly as 
the BJP (see Hansen 1998).
But if the BJP has been attempting to disassociate itself from a 
strident Hindutva, a fundamental question then remains: where will its 
legitimacy come from? It has certainly not attempted to return to the 
welfare  state!  Rather,  I  suggest  that  the  BJP  has  turned  to  a  less 
majoritarian, less specific form of political nationalism. In May 1998 it 
detonated nuclear test explosions at Pokhran, near the Pakistan border. 
There had been, up to that point, no major adverse change in India’s 
external affairs, certainly nothing sufficient to justify the nuclear tests 
as  a  defensive  gesture  (Kantha  1999:  342).  After  the  test,  however, 
Pakistan not only held its own nuclear test in response, it escalated the 
intensity of conflict in Kashmir in May 1999, provoking the small-scale 
“Kargil  War”  (Kantha  1999:  345).  This  was  the  occasion  for  the 
previously mentioned sabre-rattling in the NDA manifesto:
we were faced by Pakistani armed intrusion in Kargil. The 
Government  rose  to  the  challenge  and  acted  decisively. 
Faced  by  this  aggression  in  Kargil,  the  response  of  the 
Government was swift,  though measured. The last of  the 
Pakistani invaders were cleared from the Kargil Sector on 
27th  July.  We  salute  the  heroism,  dedication  and 
selflessness  of  our  armed  forces.  We  dedicate  ourselves 
anew to preserving the honour and territorial  integrity of 
our motherland.... In fulfillment of this sacred duty we will 
ensure  that  the  neglect  of  defence  preparedness  by  the 
previous  governments  during  the  last  decade  shall  be 
corrected. (NDA 1999: 6)
With  the  bomb effectively  serving  to  make  India’s  situation  (if 
anything) less secure than it had been before, it does not seem a stretch 
to  say  that  the  detonation  was  motivated  by  domestic  political 
considerations. It seems to me that it, like Asian values, was a way to 
assert a political nationalism, one that in Karanth’s (1999: 353) words 
was “equally  emotive but more diffused”  than Hindutva.  Unlike with 
Hindutva,  the  public  reaction  around  India  to  the  nuclear  test  was 
“overwhelmingly favorable”, and the BJP’s regional allies supported it 
(Karanth 1999: 360).
From Confucianism to shared Asian values
When  the  Religious  Knowledge  program  was  announced,  Lee 
Kuan  Yew  (1982)  was  confident  that  “for  most  Chinese  students, 
Confucianism not  Buddhism will  be what parents would prefer  their 
children to study.” But when the first complete statistical information 
on the program became available in 1989, Lee was proven wrong. 44% 
of the students, it turned out, were enrolled in Buddhist studies, and 
only  18% in  Confucian  ethics,  less  than  the  21% enrolled  in  Bible 
knowledge classes. Even among the ethnic Chinese, barely one-quarter 
enrolled in Confucian ethics, less than half the number for Buddhist 
studies.  (Wong 1996: 288)
In the promotion of  Confucianism, religious education was not 
turning out as the government had hoped. And in other respects, it 
seemed  to  have  turned  out  even  worse.  Many  young  Chinese  were 
turning  to  rapidly  growing  charismatic  Protestant  churches,  which 
raised the threat of potentially destabilizing interethnic conversions (Hill 
and Lian 1995: 207).
Moreover, liberation theology had grown more influential among 
Singapore Catholics, although not nearly to the extent that it had grown 
in the Philippines or even in India. In 1987, Catholic lay worker Vincent 
Cheng Kim Chuan helped organize Catholic groups against poverty and 
police  brutality in Singapore;  he and 21 associates were arrested as 
part of an alleged “Marxist conspiracy”, although whether any of them 
had much connection with Marxism was highly dubious (Haas 1989: 
58-71). But a government press release justifying their detainment is 
instructive:
In the  15 Sep 85 issue of  the “Catholic  News”...  articles 
attacked the role of MNCs [multinational corporations] in 
our economic prosperity....  No mention was made of the 
MNCs providing employment and bringing new ideas and 
technology. Instead, the articles, adopting the Communist 
line,  denounced MNCs for  allegedly  exploiting  the  people 
and bringing misery to the country. With such distortions, 
it  is  only  a  matter  of  time  before  industrial  strife  will 
resurface.  (Quoted in Tremewan 1994: 205)
And soon after the dust had settled from the “Marxist conspiracy” 
episode, a report on religious revivalism in Singapore pointed out that 
“the  introduction  of  Bible  Knowledge  as  a  part  of  the  Religious 
Knowledge  programme may  have  the  indirect  function  of  promoting 
Christian conversion.”  (Kuo, Quah and Tong 1988: 15) It seemed that 
religious education had been more trouble than it was worth. After all 
that  effort,  religious  education  could  actually  work  to  increase 
“industrial  strife”,  and  without  much  sign  that  it  was  promoting  a 
disciplined Confucian outlook. So in 1989 the government undertook 
two corrective initiatives. First, it passed the Religions (Maintenance of 
Harmony) Bill, which specified, among other measures, that “carrying 
out activities to promote a political cause, or a cause of any political 
society  while,  or  under  the  guise  of,  propagating  or  practising  any 
religious belief” would be considered a criminal offence, punishable by 
fines of up to $20,000 or imprisonment for up to three years for repeat 
offences.  (Singapore  Government  1989:  9-11)  And  second,  the 
government  phased  out  the  religious  knowledge  education  program, 
returning religion to its former status as an optional subject. Some MPs 
argued  that  Confucian  ethics  should  nevertheless  be  retained  as  a 
course in moral education, but the government rejected this because “it 
would  have  been  unfair  to  the  other  religious  courses  in  the  RK 
program.” (Kuo 1996: 307)
At any rate, the government no longer promoted Confucianism in 
the schools; and its wider promotion of Confucianism ended, as it had 
begun, along with Confucian religious education. With the retirement of 
Wu  Teh  Yao,  the  director  of  the  IEAP,  the  government’s  new 
appointment  for  the  position  was  an  economist,  and  the  institute 
phased  out  projects  on  Confucian  studies  in  favour  of  the  study  of 
economic and political issues in China. (Kuo 1996: 307-8)
Without  Confucianism,  what  else  could  help  the  government 
retain its control? Late in 1988, the future prime minister, Goh Chok 
Tong,  suggested that the country enshrine a “national  ideology” that 
could  help  the  country  shift  from  “individualism”  to 
“communitarianism”  (Wong  1996:  290).   Here  again  inspiration  was 
taken from Western academics;  this  time Goh referred to  George  C. 
Lodge and Ezra F. Vogel, who had argued that “those countries with a 
coherent communitarian ideology have been able to best adapt to this 
international  competitive  economic system.”   (Lodge and Vogel  1987: 
305)  The idea for  a national  ideology itself,  however,  came primarily 
from neighbouring Indonesia and Malaysia,  where the Pancasila and 
Rukunegara  ideologies  had  been  introduced  partially  as  counter-
ideologies to the demand for an Islamic state (Suryadinata 1990).
The national ideology eventually became “shared values”, because 
the term “ideology” had a pejorative connotation (Quah 1990: 2-3). The 
White Paper on Shared Values was passed in 1991. Its rhetoric follows 
the  same  themes  as  that  of  Confucianism:  “On  the  whole,  Asian 
societies  emphasise  the  interests  of  the  community,  while  Western 
societies stress the rights of the individual.”  (Singapore Government 
1991:  5)  As  for  the  values  themselves,  Lee  proposed  four  “common 
values  which  capture  the  essence  of  being  a  Singaporean”:  “placing 
society above self, upholding the family as the basic building block of 
society,  resolving  major  issues  through  consensus  instead  of 
contention, and stressing racial and religious tolerance and harmony.”11 
(Singapore Government 1991: 1) These four all can be and have been 
used  as  justification  for  authoritarianism,  as  we  have  seen.  A 
justification  for  limiting  government  help  for  the  aging  population 
remains in it as well: “In recent decades many developed societies have 
witnessed a trend towards heavier reliance on the state to take care of 
the aged... The result has been to weaken the family unit.  Singapore 
should  not  follow  these  untested  fashions  uncritically.”  (Singapore 
Government 1991: 3)
The main shift in direction within the Shared Values document is 
that it disclaims a specific Confucianism:
Initially,  non-Chinese  Singaporeans  were  concerned  that 
the Shared Values might become a subterfuge for imposing 
Chinese Confucian values on them.  This was never  the 
Government's  intention.   The  Government  has  never 
allowed the majority race to impose itself on the minority 
communities.   It  cannot force Confucianism on the non-
11A working group eventually convinced the government to add a 
fifth  Shared  Value,  “regard  and  community  support  for  the 
individual”.  The  discussion  of  this  value  in  the  White  Paper, 
notably, makes it clear that the onus for this support is not on 
the  government,  by  referring  entirely  to  mutual  aid  through 
charity and volunteering.
Chinese,  or  let  the  Shared  Values  lead  to  Chinese 
chauvinism,  narrowing  the  outlook  of  Chinese 
Singaporeans and making them less tolerant of the other 
communities....  But  even  for  Chinese  Singaporeans  the 
Shared  Values  cannot  just  be  Confucianism  by  another 
name.  Precepts  and  practices  which  evolved  in  a  rural, 
agricultural  society  have  to  be  revised  to  fit  an  urban, 
industrial society. (Singapore Government 1991:  7)
There was a larger shift, however, in the purposes for which the 
document  was  used.  It  was  not  applied  to  education,  nor  was  it 
vigorously  promoted  in  campaigns  the  way  that  Confucianism  had 
been. By 1994, even a reporter for the government-controlled Straits 
Times claimed that “not much appears to have been done to realise the 
aims of the paper. Ask any Singaporean today and chances are that he 
would  not  be  able  to  remember  what  these  values  are.”  (Snodgrass 
1994)  Tamney (1996:  193)  notes  that  in  response  to  that  reporter’s 
comment,  “a  Government  spokesperson  assured  the  public  that  the 
curricula for moral  education, social  studies, and history classes are 
being continually  redesigned to  incorporate the ‘shared values’”.  But 
such  a  low-key  approach  does  not  seem  greatly  different  from  the 
approach to moral education taken before 1982.
The  Shared  Values  document  was,  rather,  something  of  a 
manifesto for a wider discourse of “Asian values” that the government 
would increasingly promote internationally. In a 1994 interview with the 
American  journal  Foreign  Affairs,  Lee  made  a  familiar  claim:  “The 
expansion of the right of the individual to behave or misbehave as he 
pleases has come at the expense of orderly society. In the East the main 
object  is  to  have  a  well-ordered society  so  that  everybody  can have 
maximum  enjoyment  of  his  freedoms.”  (Zakaria  1994:  111)  Other 
leading figures of the Singapore government also began to promote, in 
Western political periodicals, a similar case for authoritarianism as a 
distinctly “Asian” phenomenon (e.g. Mahbubani 1992, Kausikan 1992).
The new idea of “Asian values” came to be symbolized in the case 
of Michael Fay. A Singapore court convicted Fay, an American teenager 
living in Singapore, of vandalism and sentenced him to six strokes with 
a cane. Bill Clinton referred to the punishment by caning as “excessive”, 
and the American government appealed for clemency. The Singapore 
government’s response was to reduce the punishment to four strokes, 
thus making a highly limited gesture of conciliation which showed no 
sympathy  for  arguments  against  corporal  punishment.  Lee  took  the 
opportunity to reiterate an anti-Western position: “The [US] dares not 
restrain or punish individuals, forgiving them for whatever they have 
done.  That’s  why  the  whole  country  is  in  chaos:  drugs,  violence, 
unemployment and homelessness.” (Rodan 1996: 342)
The difference between Confucianism and Asian values, I think, 
was subtle but important. In Confucianism, the government had chosen 
a  specific  tradition,  one  which,  it  thought,  belonged  to  its  majority 
population, and took specific actions to strengthen belief among that 
population  in  that  tradition.  Asian  values,  by  contrast,  were  a  less 
majoritarian,  more  inclusive  and  less  substantial  form  of  political 
nationalism. The inverse Orientalism — authoritarianism treated as a 
response or alternative to Western political norms — remained, but it 
was no longer justified on the basis of a particular  cultural tradition.
One  could  attempt  to  attribute  the  Confucianism-Asian  values 
shift  to  a  simple difference in personality.  For in 1990,  Lee stepped 
down as prime minister for the first time since independence, turning 
power  over  to  his  anointed  successor,  Goh  Chok  Tong.  Goh  quietly 
removed the statue of Confucius from the coffee table in the reception 
area of the Prime Minister’s office shortly after occupying it (Chua 1991: 
266), while Lee was still singing the praises of Confucianism as recently 
as 1999 (Kwang 1999). But Goh’s lack of enthusiasm for Confucianism 
does  not  tell  the  whole  story,  even  if  we  leave  aside  the  strong 
continuing influence that Lee exercises as Senior Minister. After all, Lee 
was still Prime Minister when Confucianism was abandoned; it had to 
have  happened with  his  blessing.  The Shared  Values,  moreover,  are 
acknowledged to be Goh’s idea; it is not that he let them slide after Lee 
put  them  in  place.  Rather,  I  think  the  real  reason  for  the  official 
abandonment of Confucianism is that it failed to motivate the Singapore 
Chinese in the way it was expected to. I will discuss this reason further 
at the end of this chapter.
Has “Asian values”  succeeded where  Confucianism failed? Has 
pride  in  a  putatively  non-Western  Singapore  brought  working 
Singaporeans more in line with the PAP? It is difficult to say, primarily 
due again to the difficulty of measuring opinion in an illiberal state. In 
the  1997 election,  the  PAP’s  share  of  parliamentary  seats  increased 
from 77 of 81 (in 1991) to 81 of 83, and its share of the vote increased 
from 61 to 65% (see page ) — not a massive increase by either measure, 
but  enough to  bolster  the  government’s  confidence.  Goh Chok Tong 
certainly  claimed  a  victory  for  Asian  values;  he  said  the  result 
vindicated his  government’s  and his  party’s record, and furthermore 
that the people of Singapore had “rejected western-style democracy and 
freedoms” (quoted in Curry 1997: 69).
Goh’s claim may be more than a little disingenuous, however. In 
the 1997 general election, the platform on which the PAP ran can be 
described only as one of outright bribery and intimidation. It warned 
people  that  if  the  opposition  was  elected  in  their  constituencies, 
“planned  infrastructure  projects,  including  an  underground  railway 
link, which would both improve transport and push up property prices, 
would  be  on  the  table”  (Curry  1997:  69).   Goh  also  made  threats 
concerning  the  multi-million-dollar  housing  upgrading  program,  a 
major worry to the 86% of Singaporeans who live in public housing, and 
reinforced  the  threat  by  announcing a  new system of  vote  counting 
enabling the government to count votes down to precinct levels of 5000 
voters (Rodan 1998: 179). To say the least, then, some factors other 
than Asian values were on voters’ minds when they voted PAP.
Popular practice and political appropriation
Why did the PAP and BJP move away from Confucianism and 
Hindutva? Habermas, as mentioned, argues that the force of a cultural 
tradition is its provision of a continuous history through which people 
can identify with themselves and each other — but that the strategic 
use of a tradition deprives the tradition of this force. I want to argue 
here that “Confucian” traditions had very little force when employed by 
the PAP, while the “Hindu” traditions maintained traditions’ force for 
few beyond the ruling upper caste groups.
The failure of these ideologies to connect with popular sentiment 
was central to the retreats undertaken by the BJP and PAP.  But it was 
central  to  each  for  very  different  reasons.   After  all,  the  different 
electoral processes in India and Singapore give ruling political parties 
dramatically different relationships to the people they are supposed to 
represent. In India, the BJP could not but compromise the Hindutva 
ideology in order to win a large number of seats, and compromise it 
further  still  in  order  to  form the  alliances  necessary  to  take  federal 
office. 
In  Singapore,  by  contrast,  the  PAP  needs  to  make  very  few 
compromises. An example of a compromise it did make is instructive. 
Perhaps  its  most  unpopular  policy  ever  was  the  1984  “graduate 
mothers”  policy,  rooted  in  Lee’s  enthusiasm  for  eugenics,  which 
encouraged university-educated women to have more children by giving 
them priority in choice of schools. The relatively poor showing of the 
PAP in the 1984 election was attributed in part to dissatisfaction with 
this policy, which was a slap in the face to the many Singaporeans who 
expected upward mobility through hard work even if their educational 
qualifications were relatively low. As a result, the government withdrew 
that particular policy in 1985. (Hill and Lian 1995: 152) Yet it continued 
to pursue a similar policy, giving tax breaks to higher-income couples 
who had more  children.  Said  Lee:  “Giving  them preference  for  their 
children in school became very unpopular and very objectionable. So do 
we  change?  All  right,  we  concede.  But  the  principle  to  get  more 
educated women to have more children has not changed.”  (Tremewan 
1994: 128-9)
In short, the PAP, unlike the BJP, is quite capable of introducing 
whichever policies,  and indulging in whatever rhetoric, it  chooses to. 
Popular reaction is a very small check on the process.  After all, the 
“relatively  poor  showing”  just  described  involved  the  government 
winning all but two seats in Parliament and securing “only” 63% of the 
popular vote — a showing that would fill the BJP, or nearly any political 
party in the West, with envy.
Nevertheless, although there are clearly several reasons why the 
government of Singapore chose to end its promotion of Confucianism, it 
seems to me that the overriding one was the lack of popular enthusiasm 
among the Chinese. This is not because the PAP was worried about not 
getting their votes — Confucian ethics aroused little protest, especially 
when compared with the graduate mothers policy — but because the 
point  of  adopting  Confucianism  was  to  harness  an  attachment  to 
Chinese history and tradition in order to secure the ruling coalition’s 
legitimacy  further.  With  the  meagre  enrollment  in  Confucian  ethics 
classes, it became clear that this attachment was not there in the way 
that the PAP expected.
I  want to turn now to explaining why enrollment in Confucian 
ethics was so low. Joseph Tamney (1996: 38) suggests simply that the 
Buddhist  courses  were  perceived  to  be  the  easiest  of  the  religious 
knowledge  courses.  Since  all  students  were  required  to  take  RK 
courses,  an easier  course would benefit  students’  overall  grades and 
thus  their  chances  of  getting  into  university.  So  for  those  who  saw 
education  primarily  as  a  route  to  economic  success,  the  choice  of 
Buddhism made perfect  sense  from an instrumental  perspective.  No 
doubt this factor of ease was an important part of the reason, but I do 
not think it was the whole story.
John Wong (1996: 289) argues instead that it “was unfair to pit 
Confucianism, as a philosophy of life or as a body of ethical wisdom, in 
a head-on competition against the other religions, which had already 
established social  support and developed institutional infrastructures 
such as temples, churches, rituals, and ceremonies.”  But I think this 
only hints at the most  important reason for the failure of  the PAP’s 
promotion  of  Confucianism:  the  Singapore  Chinese  were  really  not 
Confucian  in  a  relevant  sense  in  the  first  place.  Beh and Clammer 
(1983) note that the Singapore Chinese do often venerate Confucius, 
but treat him less as a philosopher than as a shen (deity) to whom one 
can make offerings for  success in education.  Moreover,  of  the many 
Chinese temples in Singapore, only three have priests who even claim to 
be Confucianist. (Beh and Clammer 1983: 176)
In general, the term “Confucianism” does not have a clear sense. 
Stumpfeldt (1991: 22) points out that “there is no corresponding term 
[for Confucianism] in the Chinese language, and that there is no term 
for ‘Confucius’ that would reveal a direct link between his disciples and 
the  founder  of  the  dogma.   In  that  sense,  China  never  knew 
Confucianism nor Confucians!” Lionel Jensen (1997) has demonstrated 
that  contemporary  ideas  of  “Confucians”  and  “Confucianism”  are 
essentially the creation of 16th-century Jesuit missionaries to China, 
with a tenuous relation (at best) to traditional Chinese concepts; but 
that they were nevertheless adopted by the Chinese themselves in later 
years.
More  specifically,  in  the  case  of  the  Singapore  promotion  of 
Confucianism,  John  Clammer  (1993:  40)  notes  that  “there  is  a 
systematic  confusion  of  ‘high  culture’  (e.g.  Buddhist  and  Confucian 
classics)  with  popular  culture  –  what  people  actually  do,  think  and 
believe.”  The  Western  academic  advocates  of  Confucianism  have 
typically  made a distinction between the Confucian classics and the 
popular culture they consider to be Confucian. Arif Dirlik notes that the 
result of this distinction has been a “proliferation of Confucianisms”:
Thus,  in  addition  to  Chinese,  Japanese,  Taiwanese,  and 
Singaporean  Confucianisms,  we  now  have  “social 
Confucianism,” “vulgar Confucianism,” “low Confucianism,” 
“high  Confucianism,”  “folk  Confucianism,”  “bourgeois 
Confucianism,”  “imperial  Confucianism,”  “reform 
Confucianism,”  “social-elites-not-holding-high-government-
post Confucianism,” “merchant house Confucianism,” and 
“mass  Confucianism,”  among  others  that  I  may  have 
missed.  This  localization  of  Confucianism  in  different 
spatial  locations  or  social  constituencies...  articulates 
eloquently the intellectual distance between Confucianism 
as  a  modernizing  ideology  and  the  cultural  tradition  it 
draws on and seeks to preserve. (Dirlik 1995: 251)
At any rate, it is these various popular Confucianisms — vulgar, 
low,  bourgeois  or  what  have  you  — to  which  Western  scholars  like 
MacFarquhar attribute the economic growth of  Japan and the “Four 
Dragons”. Few if any have seriously suggested that that growth stems 
from a reading of the Analects. But little distinction on this score was 
made in the Singapore policy. The government assumed that a popular 
Confucianism – whose connection to the Confucian classics is tenuous 
at best – would translate into an interest in the classics.  This proved 
not to be the case.
In that respect, I think Singapore represents an extreme form of 
the situation described by Habermas (1988: 71), where the “structural 
dissimilarity  between  areas  of  administrative  action  and  areas  of 
cultural  tradition  constitutes...  a  systematic  limit  to  attempts  to 
compensate for legitimation deficits through conscious manipulation.” 
Here  the  rupture  between  cultural  tradition  and  the  attempt  to 
appropriate it is very clear.
That rupture is somewhat less clear, but still quite real, in the 
strategic attempt to use Indian tradition. The term “Hindu” is scarcely 
more  straightforward  than  “Confucian”.  As  originally  used  by  the 
ancient Persians, the term referred at first simply to those people living 
in the Indus river valley; but as Muslims came to settle in that valley 
and make converts,  the Persians came to use the term to represent 
those in the valley who were not Muslims. However, they recognized the 
existence of many different religious beliefs and traditions among those 
people they called “Hindus”; the idea of a single “Hindu” religion, and 
thus “Hinduism”, began with the Europeans, who used “Hindu” as a 
residual  category  to describe every  denizen of  the  subcontinent who 
could not be otherwise classified as Muslim, Sikh, Parsi, Jain, etc. (von 
Stietencron 1997) Thus their definition of Hindus included lower castes, 
but not members of religions with official names like Sikhism. It was 
only  after  this  that  organizations  of  “Hindus”,  devoted  to  promoting 
“Hinduism”, began to appear – another form of inverse Orientalism. Not 
surprisingly,  these  organizations  tended  to  be  composed  largely  of 
Brahmins,  and  it  was  Brahmin  religion  that  they  promoted  as 
“Hinduism”. (Frykenberg 1997: 95-9)
As  B.  D.  Graham  (1990:  253)  has  noted,  the  Jan  Sangh’s 
commitment to this Brahmin Hinduism was a major reason it never 
became widely influential. But another such reason was the strength of 
the Congress, which enjoyed a great deal of upper-caste support, and in 
turn  supported  upper-caste  hegemony.  It  was  only  when  this 
connection began to crumble that the upper castes came to support 
Hindutva.
And support  for  Hindutva (as  opposed to  support  for  the  BJP 
more generally) has generally remained confined to those upper castes. 
A survey taken by G. K. Lieten in Jaunpur district, Uttar Pradesh, in 
1993 after  the destruction of  the Ayodhya mosque,  showed startling 
differences between upper and lower castes in attitudes toward religious 
politics. Respondents were asked to indicate their level of agreement to 
various  statements  on  a  scale  from  1  to  5,  1  indicating  strong 
disagreement and 5 indicating strong agreement. On nearly every such 
statement, Brahmins and Banias indicated more support for Hindutva 
than OBCs and SCs (Dalits), who indicated strong opposition; table 4 
summarizes  some  of  these  findings.  Note  how  the  Thakurs,  whose 
upper-caste status remains slightly ambiguous, fall directly in between.
Table 4: Attitudes to Hindu politics by caste
Statement Brahmin Thakur Bania OBC SC Muslim
India should be 
Hindu
2.9 1.9 3 1.3 1.2 NA
Hindus are not 
different from 
Muslims
2.7 3.9 2.7 4.7 4.8 NA
Politics should be 
based on religion
3.5 2.1 4.1 1.3 1.1 1.5
More religious 
leaders should be 
involved in politics
3.1 1.9 3.5 1.2 1.1 1.5
Religion has been 
misused for a 
political power game
2.8 4.4 3.6 5 5 4.8
A temple should be 
built in Ayodhya
3.5 1.9 3.2 1.1 1.1 1
Source: Lieten 1994.
Given  the  religious  practices  of  the  lower  castes,  little  of  this 
distinction  should  be  surprising.  Mary  Searle-Chatterjee  (2000:  506) 
notes that in the Indian subcontinent, “most non-élite ‘Hindu’ groups 
share much religious practice with non-élite ‘Muslims’.  They worship at 
the same shrines  and make offerings  to  the  same ‘pirs’  and ‘babas’ 
[religious  leaders]”.  The  most  trenchant  statement  of  the  reality  of 
lower-caste religion as most lower caste members themselves perceive it 
may have been made by the activist OBC intellectual Kancha Ilaiah in 
his Why I Am Not a Hindu:
We  heard  about  Turukoollu  (Muslims),  we  heard  about 
Kirastaanapoolu (Christians), we heard about Baapanoollu 
(Brahmins) and Koomatoollu (Baniyas) spoken of as people 
who were different from us. Among these four categories, 
the  most  different  were  the  Baapanoollu  and  the 
Koomatoollu.   There  are  at  least  some  aspects  of  life 
common to us and the  Turukoollu  and Kirastaanapoolu. 
We  all  eat  meat,  we  all  touch  each  other.   With  the 
Turukoollu, we shared several other cultural relations.  We 
both celebrated the Peerila festival.  Many Turukoollu came 
with us to the fields.  The only people with whom we had no 
relations,  whatsoever,  were  the  Baapanoollu  and  the 
Koomatoollu.  But today we are suddenly being told that we 
have a common religious and cultural relationship with the 
Baapanoollu  and  the  Koomatoollu.   This  is  not  merely 
surprising; it is shocking.  (Ilaiah 1996: xi)
Moreover, the BJP faced its greatest difficulties in the south of 
India. Its supply of seats in the north and west was limited enough that 
it needed southern parties to form a governing coalition, but Hindutva 
did  not  influence  those  parties  or  anyone else  in  the  south.  This,  I 
think, has to do with the social structure of southern states, which, as 
discussed previously (page ), is much less dominated by upper castes.
So  in  India,  as  in  Singapore,  ruling  groups  faced  Habermas’s 
“systematic  limit”  to  their  appropriation  of  a  cultural  tradition.  The 
subordinate groups with whom the ruling groups attempted to ally were 
skeptical of these appropriations, which were divorced from their own 
practices. 
Whatever limit the governments faced, abandoning all attempts to 
legitimate  themselves  would  have  caused  difficulties  for  them.  If 
Hindutva and Confucianism failed to arouse support for a government 
that  could  provide  too  few  services,  one  could  always  posture 
internationally,  thumbing  the  nose  at  international  public  opinion. 
There is of course a vast difference of scale between caning a rowdy 
teenager and detonating a nuclear weapon, but then the difference of 
scale between Singapore and India is equally vast. The intent, I think, 
was the same.
VI. Conclusion
Habermas’s theory of legitimation crisis, I submit, makes sense of 
the  two  phenomena  I  have  discussed.  It  does  not  account  for 
everything; Habermas does not discuss how crises are resolved. Using 
the theory also requires a shift in emphasis from real crisis to perceived 
crisis,  if  it  is  to  explain  state  actions.  With  these  caveats  in  mind, 
however, the theory illustrates connections between economic, political 
and cultural phenomena in a helpful way. Beginning with the premise 
that states in unequal societies need to secure their legitimacy, we can 
see why a decline in welfare spending would create the preconditions for  
a crisis, and why the decline might be followed by the appropriation of 
cultural traditions.
Seen through a modified Habermasean lens,  then,  the  parallel 
stories of  Hindutva and Singapore Confucianism run as follows. The 
newly independent states of India and Singapore had attempted to rest 
their  legitimacy,  to  a  large  extent,  on  their  ability  to  provide 
economically  for  their  citizenry.  In  India,  the  connection  between 
economic  provision  and  legitimacy  had  been  filtered  through  the 
Congress’s regional network of patronage. That network relied on the 
authority of dominant castes, who in the north were also ritually upper 
castes. Singapore’s PAP relied more directly on its provision of services, 
especially housing.
As government programs became more expensive, their ability to 
support  legitimacy  came  into  question,  and  the  parties  perceived  a 
crisis in their own legitimacy. Since the parties were dominant parties 
whose  structure  had  been  tied  very  closely  to  that  of  the  political 
system, this crisis appeared as one of the system’s legitimacy too. In 
India, the dominant castes’ authority declined, in large part as a result 
of  Congress  actions  aimed  at  economic  growth  and  material 
legitimation. Lower castes began to assert demands independently of 
dominant-caste  leaders,  both  within  and  without  Congress.  The 
Congress was no longer able to contain the demands of India’s varied 
social groups within itself; it also was decreasingly able to afford the 
poverty-alleviation measures for legitimation that it had once promoted. 
The process culminated in the Emergency and the first ever ouster of 
the Congress from power. In Singapore, increasing demands of middle-
class  unions  and  the  first  elected  opposition  member  since 
independence came simultaneously with spiralling costs of the services 
the government provided.
The attempt to restore the authority of cultural traditions was, I 
have argued, intended as a potential alternative means of legitimation. 
The  perception  of  crisis  in  Singapore  was  quickly  followed  by  the 
attempt  to  promote  Confucianism,  primarily  in  religious-knowledge 
courses for Chinese students, but also more widely in media and ad 
campaigns.  The inspiration for  this  Confucianism came largely  from 
conservative Western scholars seeking explanations for the industrial 
growth of East Asia. Similarly, once the Congress had returned to power 
and its economic policy had swung sharply away from social-welfare 
programs,  then Indira and Rajiv promoted strongly Hindu nationalist 
themes in their campaigns and rhetoric — and the BJP grew rapidly 
while  advocating  those  themes  even  more  strongly.  Hindutva  and 
Singapore Confucianism revolved around a common tenet — the unity 
of  large-scale  social  groups  — which,  if  taken  seriously,  could  have 
forestalled the assertion of the majorities of those groups against their 
rulers.  And  to  promote  that  doctrine,  the  governments  asserted 
distinctiveness from, and hostility towards, external groups: Muslims 
(in Pakistan and locally), Christians, the West.
But the parties’ uses of tradition did not work, because they were 
strategic appropriations that bore little connection to the actual beliefs 
and practices of the states’ people. Singapore Confucianism was based 
on the  false  assumption that  the  cultural  traits  of  East  Asians and 
especially Chinese, as described by Western scholars like Kahn, were 
directly linked to a respect for and feeling of association with Confucian 
philosophical  traditions.  If  those  traits  existed  at  all  (which  is 
debatable),  they  were  not  connected  to  Confucian  texts,  and  so 
Singapore  Chinese  reaction  to  the  promotion  of  Confucianism  was 
indifferent at best. Hindutva, too, was a primarily upper-caste ideology, 
and it held relatively little appeal for those in middle and lower castes — 
especially in the southern states where those castes were traditionally 
dominant.
As a result,  the governing parties changed direction from their 
use of tradition to a more generalized political nationalism, related more 
to  international  posturing  than  to  connection  with  any  particular 
tradition. Arousing international condemnation by caning a miscreant 
foreigner  or  dropping  a  nuclear  bomb  did  not  require  a  sense  of 
connection to Confucian philosophy or Brahmin Hinduism, but it could 
potentially still serve the same purpose of rallying the nation together 
and  deemphasizing  its  internal  divisions.  Whether  this  current 
approach will succeed, time will tell.
I hope that the interpretation I have presented here will help shed 
light  on other  political  constructions of  cultural  tradition.  In an era 
where  such  appropriations  seem  increasingly  common,  I  think  that 
approaches which can make sense of them are valuable.  By this I do 
not mean that every such construction must necessarily be a project of 
ruling groups to preserve their legitimacy. Far from it. I mean simply 
that  when encountering  such a  phenomenon,  one can ask:  to  what 
extent can this be seen as the project of ruling groups who saw their 
legitimacy declining, as is the case for the constructions of Hinduism 
and Confucianism in India and Singapore? And if it cannot, why the 
difference?  To  ask  such  questions  may,  I  think,  lead  to  a  richer 
interpretation of such political constructions than would otherwise be 
possible.
As a final note, I want to offer a reminder of why the appeal to 
cultural tradition seems so promising a strategy for leadership,  even 
though it clearly does not always succeed. Habermas (1988: 70), again, 
claims that the force of traditions is that they “guarantee the continuity 
of  a  history through which individuals and groups can identify  with 
themselves and with one another.” In short, through cultural tradition – 
ours and others’ – we human beings learn who we are.  We also, I think, 
learn  valuable  lessons  about  how  to  live.   That  traditions  can  be 
appropriated by the powerful, in the manner of Hindutva and Singapore 
Confucianism, should make us more cautious and reflective about the 




1979 Reports on education are released, in which Lee first muses about 
Confucianism. Nothing more is said about it until February 1982.
The  government  introduces  the  Second  Industrial  Revolution 
economic policy.
Phey Yew Kok tries to build power in the NTUC and is chased out 
of the country.
1980 Airline pilots strike.
1981 (February)  Goh  Keng  Swee  suggests  teachers’  unions  are 
unnecessary, and their enrollment swells.
(May) Lee’s speech warns against strikes and welfare provisions.
(October) J.B. Jeyaretnam is elected in a by-election as the first 
opposition member of Parliament since independence.
(November)  Lee  makes  a  long,  worried  speech  analyzing  the 
causes of Jeyaretnam’s election.
1982 Confucian ethics is officially included in the religious knowledge 
program, and overseas Confucian scholars arrive to help design it.
1983 The Institute of East Asian Philosophies is founded.
1984 Another  opposition  member  (Chiam  See  Tong)  is  elected, 
Jeyaretnam is reelected, and the government loses a considerable share 
of votes in the election.
Religious knowledge courses are first offered.
1987 Vincent Cheng and 21 other Christian associates are arrested for 
participation in a “Marxist conspiracy”.
1988 Goh Chok Tong recommends the creation of a White Paper on 
Shared Values.
1989 Parliament endorses the idea of the White Paper.
Statistical information on enrollments in the religious knowledge 
programs is released.
The  government  decides  to  phase  out  religious  knowledge 
courses.
An economist is appointed as a director of the IEAP.
1990 Lee retires and Goh takes over the Singapore government.
1991 The White Paper on Shared Values is tabled.
1994 Lee promotes “Asian values” in a Foreign Affairs interview.
Michael Fay is caned for vandalism.
Hindutva
1975 Indira  Gandhi  declares  a  state  of  emergency  and  begins 
liberalizing the economy.
1977 The Emergency ends. The Janata Party gets elected, putting key 
Jan Sangh/BJP members in power for the first time.
1980 The Congress returns to power and the Janata Party is dissolved 
shortly after.
The BJP is created.  (April)
The Mandal Commission recommends reservations for OBCs.
1984 Indira  is  assassinated,  and  Rajiv  runs  on  a  hard  nationalist 
platform.
The  BJP  pursues  a  moderate  path,  many  RSS  leaders  switch 
support  to  Congress,and  the  BJP  is  left  with  two  seats  in 
Parliament.
1985 The VHP first makes the Babri Masjid into an issue.
Rajiv makes a speech attacking the Congress.
1986 L.K. Advani is elected as BJP president.
Rajiv’s  government  allows  the  gates  of  the  Babri  Masjid  to  be 
unlocked for Hindus to worship inside.
The Shah Bano case verdict is revoked by Congress (supposedly 
coming as a package with the mosque unlocking.)
1989 The BJP first officially mentions the Ayodhya issue.
Rajiv’s government makes concessions to the VHP, allowing them 
to  consecrate  bricks  for  the  construction  of  a  temple  and 
declaring the space beside the mosque “undisputed”.
The BJP emerges as the third-largest party in the country and 
supports a coalition government led by the National Front.
1990 (March)  the BJP forms state  governments in Madhya Pradesh, 
Rajasthan and Himachal Pradesh.  
(September)  V.  P.  Singh  announces  that  his  National  Front 
government  will  implement  the  Mandal  Commission 
recommendations. 
(September) Advani launches the rath yatra procession. 
(October) A first attempt is made to demolish the Babri Masjid, 
and the police fire on those doing it.
(October) When anti-Muslim violence follows the  rath yatra, the 
government arrests Advani in Bihar, and the BJP withdraws its 
support of the government. 
1991 The violent election campaign where Rajiv is killed. The Congress 
wins under Narasimha Rao, but the BJP is the second-largest party.
The  Congress  announces  an  economic  policy  of  liberalization, 
deregulation and privatization, and the RSS launches a counter 
campaign for swadeshi.
The BJP under Kalyan Singh comes to power in Uttar Pradesh; its 
first  announcement  is  that  it  will  implement  the 
recommendations of the Mandal Commission.
The BJP broadly endorses the recommendations of Mandal in its 
election manifesto.
1992 (December)  The  Babri  Masjid  is  destroyed.  The  Uttar  Pradesh 
government  resigns  that  afternoon;  Advani  resigns  as  BJP  leader; 
several VHP leaders are arrested; the RSS and VHP are banned; the BJP 
governments in Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan and Himachal Pradesh are 
dismissed on the grounds of not being able to control rioting.
1993 The  BJP  portrays  the  elections  in  the  states  with  dismissed 
governments as a referendum on Ayodhya.  It wins only in Rajasthan, 
losing in the other three states.
1995 The  VHP  mounts  a  campaign  to  “liberate”  a  Shiva  temple 
supposedly  destroyed  to  build  a  mosque  at  Kashi  in  Varanasi,  but 
nobody really cares and the BJP distances itself from it.
1996 The BJP emerges as the largest party in India, and tries to form 
the government, but fails because it can’t find coalition partners.
1998 The BJP compromises on most  of  its big  issues (Ayodhya,  the 
uniform Civil Code, ending of Kashmir’s special status), leaving only the 
nuclear issue and a hard line towards Pakistan as big themes, in order 
to form a coalition government.
1999 A  vote  of  no  confidence  brings  down  the  BJP-led  coalition 
government.
The BJP-led National Democratic Alliance avoids any discussion 
of Hindutva, and forms a seemingly stable coalition.
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Glossary
India
Ayodhya:  a  city  in  Uttar  Pradesh,  site  of  the  Babri  Masjid  and the 
controversy over it.
Babri Masjid: a mosque in Ayodhya, destroyed by VHP militants in late 
1992.
Banias:  a  name  for  the  merchant  caste,  traditionally  known  as 
Vaishyas. The lowest of the three “twice-born” (upper) castes.
BJP: Bharatiya Janata Party (Indian People’s Party), the political party 
most prominently associated with Hindutva in India. It is the largest 
member of the NDA, which currently rules India; the BJP’s leader, Atal 
Behari Vajpayee, is currently Prime Minister of India.
Brahmins:  also  spelled  brahmans.  The  priest  caste,  highest  in  the 
traditional hierarchy.
communal(ism): tensions or hostilities between religious communities.
Congress:  Indian National  Congress,  the party  that  ruled India  from 
independence until 1977.
Congress (O): faction of the Congress controlled by the Syndicate after 
the 1969 split.
Congress (R): faction of the Congress controlled by Indira Gandhi after 
the 1969 split, later called the Congress (I).
Congress system: the patronage network by which local dominant-caste 
leaders  would  negotiate  political  rewards  for  their  constituencies 
through national Syndicate leaders.
Dalits: literally “oppressed”. The caste of “untouchables”, lower in the 
traditional hierarchy than all the four varna groups. 
DMK:  Dravida  Munnetra  Kazhagam,  a  regional  political  party 
representing the state of Tamil Nadu. It began in the independence-era 
non-Brahmin movement.
dominant  castes:  caste  (jati)  groups  with  a  degree  of  legitimate 
domination over particular villages (a status which has recently become 
less  influential).  In the  north,  dominant  caste  groups are  also often 
upper castes.
Emergency, the: 1975-77 declaration of a state of emergency by Indira 
Gandhi to stave off challenges to her rulership.
Gandhi: see Indira and Rajiv.
garibi hatao: “get rid of poverty”, a slogan adopted by Indira Gandhi’s 
Congress government in the 1971 elections.
Hindutva: literally “Hindu-ness”, an ideology of militant quasi-religious 
Hindu Indian nationalism.
Indira: Indira Gandhi, Congress prime minister of India from 1966 until 
her assassination in 1984. Daughter of Jawaharlal Nehru; not related to 
Mohandas (Mahatma) Gandhi.
jagirdar, jagirdari: Rajasthani name for zamindars and zamindari.
Jan Sangh: a political party of the post-independence period. It merged 
briefly into the Janata Party; when that party dissolved, most former 
Jan Sangh members entered the newly formed BJP.
Janata Dal: a party formed by the left-leaning, non-BJP members of the 
Janata Party after its split in the early 1980s.
Janata Party: a coalition party formed primarily around the purpose of 
ousting  Indira  Gandhi’s  Congress.  It  existed  only  for  a  few  years, 
quickly splitting into the BJP and the Janata Dal.
jati: caste kinship units, much smaller than a varna.
jotedars:  tillers of large tracts of land under the  zamindars,  many of 
whom acquired title to this land under the Congress’s abolition of the 
zamindari system.
JP: Jayaprakash Narayan.
Kshatriyas: the traditional warrior  varna,  an upper caste with status 
between Brahmins and Banias/Vaishyas. Whether any exist today is a 
matter of dispute. Many jatis have tried to claim Kshatriya status, with 
varying degrees of success, the most successful being the Rajputs.
lower castes: Dalits and the less powerful OBC jatis.
Mandal  Commission:  a  commission  which  produced  a  report  in  the 
early  1980s  recommending  the  adoption  of  reservations  (affirmative 
action) for OBCs.
Mandalization: the process by which the BJP attempted to make itself 
more friendly to lower castes. Named after the Mandal Commission.
middle castes: OBC jatis with some degree of power and influence.
Narayan,  Jayaprakash  (JP):  nationalist  hero  who  rallied  opposition 
against Indira Gandhi.
National Front: a left-wing coalition whose chief member was the Janata 
Dal. It  was in charge of the Indian federal government from 1989 to 
1991.
NDA: National Democratic Alliance, a political umbrella group including 
the BJP and several regional parties, most notably Shiv Sena, Telugu 
Desam and the DMK.
Nehru, Jawaharlal: first prime minister of India.
OBCs: Other Backward Castes (“other” with reference to the SCs and 
STs).  The caste group formerly known as Shudras,  they traditionally 
were the lowest of the four major castes, although considered higher 
than  the  Dalits.  They  comprise  the  majority  of  India’s  population, 
including both middle castes and lower castes.
panchayat: a traditional ruling council within a dominant caste, which 
regulated the affairs of that caste and of others in the area.
Patidars: also called Patel, a dominant caste in Gujarat.
privy  purses:  financial  compensation  paid  to  former  princely-state 
rulers after independence.
Rajiv: Rajiv Gandhi, son of Indira and Congress prime minister of India 
from 1984 until 1989.
Rajputs:  a  jati,  often  dominant  in  north  and  west  India  (especially 
Rajasthan),  whose  members  claim  Kshatriya  (and  thus  upper-caste) 
status.
rath yatra: a religious procession. Sangh Parivar leaders led rath yatras 
led  around  the  country  to  drum  up  support  for  the  demolition  of 
mosques, often causing riots.
reservations: Indian term for what is known in the West as affirmative 
action. Implemented in the 1970s to benefit Dalits; later extended to 
OBC groups.
RSS:  Rashtriya  Swayamsevak  Sangh  (National  Volunteer  Corps),  a 
militant Hindu youth organization typically compared to either the Boy 
Scouts or Hitler Youth (depending on who is making the comparison).
Sangh Parivar:  a  “family”  of  connected militant  Hindu organizations, 
including the BJP, RSS and VHP among others.
Sanskritization: the process by which lower castes seek to raise their 
status by emulating upper castes.
SCs: Scheduled Castes. Official name for Dalits.
Shah Bano:  Muslim woman whom the  Indian  courts  had  granted  a 
divorce, contrary to Islamic law. The Congress government reversed this 
decision.
Shiv Sena: a regional political party in the state of Maharashtra, and 
the only major party to adopt the Hindutva agenda with more force with 
the BJP.
Shudras: the lowest of the four traditional castes. Now referred to as 
OBCs.
Sikhs, Sikhism: dominant religious tradition of the Punjab, in western 
India. The founders of Sikhism had aimed at a synthesis of Muslim and 
“Hindu” religious thought and practice. The Sikhs’ status in communal 
politics can thus be quite uncertain.
Singh, Charan: middle-caste political leader in the 1960s.
STs: Scheduled Tribes. The tribal population of rural India.
Syndicate: a group of state-level dominant caste leaders who connected 
the Congress party’s national organization with its local organizations. 
They effectively  controlled the party  until  Indira Gandhi was able  to 
bypass them.
Telugu  Desam:  a  regional  party  representing  the  state  of  Andhra 
Pradesh.
Thakurs: name for Rajputs in Uttar Pradesh and Bihar.
United  Front:  similar  to  the  National  Front  with  some  additional 
members.
Uttar Pradesh: a state in the north of India, the most populous in the 
country.
Vaishyas: see Banias.
varna: the traditional term for the four major overarching caste groups 
(Brahmins, Kshatriyas, Vaishyas/Banias and Shudras).
VHP: Vishwa Hindu Parishad (World Hindu Council),  an organization 
which raises funds for Hindu religious activity,  especially among the 
Indian diaspora in the United Kingdom and North America.
Yadavs: the largest and most influential middle caste in the states of 
Uttar Pradesh and Bihar.
zamindars: large-scale landowners, often absentee. Their tenants were 
known by several names, including jotedars.
zamindari system: a system introduced by the British colonists granting 
hereditary and transferable property rights over large landholdings to 
tax collectors, who became the zamindars.
Zamindari  Abolition:  1950s  land  reform  program  abolishing  the 
zamindari system.
Singapore
Analects: the Lün-Yu or “Collected Sayings” of Confucius, his surviving 
work.
Anson: working-class electoral constituency near central Singapore. In 
a 1981 byelection, Anson voters chose J.B. Jeyaretnam as their MP, 
thus  becoming  the  first  constituency  to  elect  a  non-PAP  MP  since 
independence.
Baba  Chinese:  groups  of  Chinese,  long  settled  in  Singapore  and 
Malaysia, who spoke Malay, had acquired some characteristics of Malay 
culture, and sometimes intermarried with the Malays.
Barisan  Sosialis:  a  left-wing  party  which  split  from  the  PAP  in  the 
1960s, taking with it most of the PAP’s membership and organization.
Fay, Michael: American teenager caned for vandalism.
filial piety (hsiao): the virtue of respecting one’s family ties, as described 
in Chinese texts like Confucius’s Analects.
Goh Chok Tong: current PAP prime minister of Singapore.
Goh  Keng  Swee:  a  senior  member  of  the  PAP  inner  circle,  a  close 
associate  of  Lee  Kuan  Yew’s  who  has  held  many  posts  in  the  PAP 
administration. When Confucian ethics were introduced, he was both 
Education Minister and First Deputy Prime Minister.
IEAP: Institute of East Asian Philosophies, the Singapore government’s 
academic  institute  originally  founded  to  promote  the  study  of 
Confucianism.
Jeyaretnam, J.B.: leader of the Workers’ Party. The first opposition MP 
elected in Singapore since independence, in Anson constituency.
Lee Kuan Yew: leader of the PAP and then Prime Minister of Singapore 
from independence until 1990, now retaining an advisory role as Senior 
Minister.
MP: Member of Parliament.
NTUC: National Trades Union Congress,  the PAP-controlled umbrella 
organization for all Singapore labour unions.
UMNO:  United  Malay  National  Organization,  the  major  pro-
independence political party of colonial Malaya.
PAP:  People’s  Action  Party,  which  has  ruled  Singapore  since 
independence.
Phey Yew Kok: labour leader in charge of SILO and PIEU, he intended to 
take  over  the  NTUC  but  was  charged  with  several  crimes  by  the 
government and had to leave the country.
PIEU:  Pioneer  Industries  Employees’  Union.  One  of  the  two  largest 
labour unions in Singapore; the other is SILO.
RK: Religious Knowledge, the PAP’s religious-education program.
SILO: Singapore Industrial Labour Organization. One of the two largest 
labour unions in Singapore; the other is PIEU.
Workers’ Party: the largest opposition party in Singapore.
